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Yoni Alfasi.
 Là-Bas – The Lost Idyll



The scents of my early teens were barbecued lamb and burning buildings. We listened to yé-yé and explosions, doo-wop and gunfire. We smoked Royale Gout Maryland. We picnicked at rocks under stone pines. The sea lapped our feet while a war raged around us. We danced the Madison by a battlefield’s edge. We couldn’t admit that paradise was provisional, that our heaven on earth was turning into hell. A hell we would have to flee. Lime sorbet tastes of immeasurable loss.


I can still see it as though it were yesterday. Dewachter’s window on rue Hoche. Chocolate brown corduroy, rope thick, Cardin style, collarless. It was the day before my fourteenth birthday when my father refused to buy me that jacket. I had set my heart on it. In his opinion it looked Bavarian, it was Bavarian – the collarlessness. That was it then, nothing more to say. I didn’t know where at Germany Bavaria was. But, because he had spoken of it so often, I did know that it was the fount of the greatest evil. The waisted jacket he bought me instead had a collar and narrow rounded lapels, three buttons, raised stitching, a flap over the breast pocket, a single vent. I liked it good enough. He was bemused by my sartorial preoccupations. His uncle and two cousins had died in Buchenwald.


Was I even then, all those years ago, a Jew?


My mother was not Jewish so I was not a Jew according to the dictates of Judaism. My father was non-observant, it might be said anti-observant. A Crémieuxfn1 intégriste. He could not reconcile modern science with the ancient faith of his and my ancestors. Even though one of them, a rabbi, had given his life for being a Jew, beheaded on the orders of the Bey, the Ottoman Military Governor, a decade before the French arrived. We French …


Nonetheless, so far as he himself was concerned, my father was not a Jew. Or only on his own terms. He considered himself above tribalism, above cults and sectarianism. Ahavath Israel was divisive. He insisted for example – mistakenly, with wearisome obstinacy – that Eichmann’s crimes had been committed against all humanity. In his version it was humans, not Jews, whom Eichmann had put on trucks to oblivion. This does not accord with Eichmann’s own statements to Höss, the Auschwitz commandant. My father believed that being Jewish didn’t mean belonging to a religion, obeying what he called its archaic foibles and murky prescriptions. He even claimed to despise dietary regulation, he pretended to take pleasure in eating pork. But in truth he never touched it. I doubt that he ever tasted for example sobrasada or blanquicos or longanisses – what he might, had he lived so long, have learnt to call ‘king rabbit’. He joked that pigs must be anti-Semitic because Jews objected to the purpose for which they were bred.


Being Jewish on his own terms meant having a Hippocratic duty to the sick, whoever they were, irrespective of faith, and having a humanistic duty to succour the oppressed, idem. We who have been oppressed throughout all history must side with anyone else who is oppressed. We must care for them because only we have shared their fathomless suffering. Only we have both the competence and the charity to alleviate it. We are chosen because we own extreme empathy. It is a duty and a curse. It implies no divine favouritism. We must side with justice. We must not think of ourselves. We must above all not allow ourselves to be defined as victims for that strengthens the tormentors. (I had observed at the avenue Jonnart baths that many Catholics were circumcised. I was not. My father, who was, decreed it was mutilation by folk tale. He did not want me to have a religious penis.)


I learnt from him the paramountcy of justice. There are many forms of justice. Mine differed from his. The figure of Judex that I have incarnated throughout my life derives from the god whose justice is vengeful, stern, pre-Christian: Jesus was not much of a Jew. He was the first appeaser, a wet dupe with faith in rehabilitation and redemption.


I saw the films of Belsen. If they can do that to us, why cannot we do it to them? A Jew must believe in an eye for an eye, a tooth for a tooth, a pyre for a pyre. Death follows me, scavenging. I never wear a kippa. I do not identify myself. Besides, it would play havoc with my hair, an object of congratulation.


His parents and, especially, his sister considered my father’s exalted compassion to be mere vanity. For them his humanitarianism was an expression of guilt, a form of masochism. They thought his work at the hospital was show-off self-denial. That’s what I thought too. His work and his library frightened me.


He was a proctologist – you see what I mean about masochism. He was an expert in venereal infections of the anus, in malignant anal melanomas, in anal fistulas, suppurations and abscesses. He was the author of A Haemorrhoid Atlas. His bookshelves were no incitement to sexual congress.


He cured filthy incestuous kebas of their filthy incestuous diseases. Diseases I wished never to suffer.


(What sort of gratitude do you get from such people? This sort of gratitude: a bomb in a bar, a van packed with plastic explosives, a Jewish baby’s throat slit by a keba marbia.)


His family wanted to bind him to his race. They mocked his enthusiasm for sailing. Jews don’t sail. Why sail when you could have a motor boat? His small yacht, which they called his goy-toy, was his only luxury. He was always trying to slip away from the ancestral burden. But in the end you can’t. He was too good a man to understand the frailty of goodness.


Was I, all those years ago, French?


My passport said I was. My mother was French, française de souche, frangaouie, as they say. She came from Talence, was brought up in the Reformed Church. A Protestant, and, I have to say, worthy of that name. Many people admired her.


She protested at the least injustice provided it was an injustice done to someone other than herself. She believed, as my father did, that she should work for the good of others. The poorer, the more backward, the more downtrodden, the more wretched these others the better. The more resistant to her efforts the better. My mother was a paragon of republicanism. Imparting the values of the Republic was an act of necessary charity. And of virtuous mental flagellation. Training ingrate barbarians to be French was the finest of callings and the most trying. They were 80 per cent illiterate and would remain so. They wished to remain so. She had reservoirs of energy to spend on making excuses for the thieving behaviour of her charges at youth camps.


She strove for equality. She could never see that those whom she treated as equal were not her equal. She demeaned herself. She offered friendship, knowledge, sympathy, succour to people whose only reaction was to consider that she must be weak to do so. They despised her enduring attempts at brotherhood. She was blind to the chasm that divided her from them. She saw the good in everyone even when they spent half the day kneeling and keening to Ramalama and beating their wives and stealing and never getting their rotting teeth fixed because they were too superstitious to go to the dentist. She did not rail against our fate. She accepted the wrong that had been done to us, that was being done to us, that would go on being done to us as though it were inevitable and deserved. She believed for example that no wrong that was done to us could match the iniquity of the wrong done to the ‘indigenous people’ who shared our country. My mother did not consider us indigenous.


What does indigenous mean? How is indigenousness measured?


How long does it take to become indigenous? How long have your ancestors’ ancestors to live somewhere? How many generations? Are we not indigenous? Will half a millennium do? Five and a half centuries ago, that’s when my mother’s husband’s people, my father’s people, my grandmother’s people arrived on this blessed shore to till and worship and procreate and cook and build. How are we connected to the earth? Familiarity. Use. We frequent the place, we attach ourselves to it. It responds with fruit and plenty. That is its side of the affectionate bargain.


My mother wrapped herself in penitence. She made herself bear the burden of illusory crimes, invented crimes, crimes that had not been committed by people dead before she was born – in short, crimes created by our enemies to promote her penitence and the penitence of all who thought like her: that penitence about our being in someone else’s land, of our being là-bas, there – which was, then, here.


She did not hate our enemies. She did not castigate them. She did not even regard them as enemies, rather as victims. Victims! Victims to be pitied.


In the last days she went about tidying the house, cleaning whatever would be left, as though it were guests who were expected rather than bled squatters. Word had spread fast. Thousands had left the brousse for the city and the promise of a house. They had already for example taken over Jani’s parents’ house. They awaited our house. These mendiches lingered across the street all along a crumbling wall sheltering in the shade of plane trees. They walked to and from the fountain in the tiny public garden at the end of the street. They watched our every move. An entire extended family, several of them cripples with vicious stumps like wooden boxing gloves, waited apathetically. They were surrounded by sacks, kitbags, chickens, bantams, caged songbirds, wheelbarrows, buckling pram frames, handcarts – all piled high with the scraps and rags that are the destitute’s riches. Soon these lurking thieves would add to their wealth. They would appropriate what was ours. My mother says it’s what is due to them.


It is not due to them. There wouldn’t be ‘them’ had there not been French medical science in Algeria. There would have been no Algerians to give birth to the generations who killed in the pursuit of ‘independence’. They’d have died from malaria, cholera, typhus, smallpox. They could not cure themselves. They were hardly more than animals, obedient, superstitious, racialist animals who despised animals of a different caste and would never help them.


Independent, they would soon contaminate our home with smoke and spit and the shit-smeared hands who touch the food they eat. Left hand exclusively, oh yes?


My father was French, his passport said so. His family had been French since the Crémieux decrees, since my great-great-grandfather’s time. My father had studied medicine at the faculty in Bordeaux, which is unquestionably in France. He had even met my mother, a fellow tyro sailor, at le Cercle de la Voile d’Arcachon where they were well taught, as I would be, in turn.fn2


But France was now our enemy. French barbouzes, some of them collaborationist criminals who had worked for the Gestapo, tried to pick us off with sniper fire. They hurled grenades at us. They shot us with automatic weapons. French soldiers drove armoured vehicles at us. French policemen besieged us. French judges imprisoned us. The French state had made an alliance with our enemy, with the terrorists who had been its enemy only months before. Its army stood proudly side by side with the murdering kebas who were now known as freedom fighters. It attacked its fellow citizens. It remained callously passive while we were prey to the psychopathy of independence.


The state, a traitor to itself, made truce with its habitual opponents, the self-righteous germanopratin traitors of the Marxist imperium, Jeanson’s swine, the bag carriers like Pouillon, the big-hearted fifth columnists, the ones who financed terrorism, the unthinking thinkers who cheered the FLN from the grandstand of their ivory tower, the fellow travellers in their cafés on the Boul’Mich who filled their precious journals and reviews with calumnies about us. These smug grotesques with their complaisant manifestos had no idea of our life save through the misinformation they fed each other. They lied to themselves. They claimed we were fascists.


What did they know of our history? What did they know of our silent suffering? Why did they so hate us?


We were French. That is what we believed, naively.


I had yet to realise that when the French have no one else to turn against they turn against themselves. It was a lesson quickly learnt. France was a nation mutilating itself. It was chewing off a limb that it reckoned gangrenous but which would haunt it. The amputee is forever revisited by the leg that was long since hurled in a hospital incinerator and turned to agri-fertiliser.


I remember a letter from Jani, remember it for several reasons: he did not date it 5 February 1962, but the Feast of Saint Blaise 1962; he signed himself Massimiljanu Brockdorff; he addressed me as Yonatan. He had never called me that. Never. I was always Yoni. We were always Jani and Yoni. Now we had become Massimiljanu and Yonatan. We were different now. Even his handwriting was different. Hurried, jagged, Bic blobs. He was by then in Lyon. He confirmed everything with his own experience. We’d all heard it. Pieds-noirs were pariahs over there. Treated with contempt. His sister was spat at in the street. Rapatriés were repliés. We were never really going to be rapatriés. We were expatriés. That’s how la Grande Zohra saw us. That’s how Judas Joxe saw us. Joxe claimed we were bringing fascism to France. But did he not know that some of us, we were Jewish? Even Catholics, for example Jani, were Jews. The Harkis were Jews. We Jews were always on hand, always are, to be Jews, to be cast out and beaten and purged from the face of the earth. What did Sal Missica’s father say? ‘The very oldest profession is scapegoat.’


Graffito: Les sartans aux chateaux, les babtous aux bateaux, les youpins aux poteaux.


Yet the government laughed at us, called us ‘holidaymakers’. Yes, the people who don’t count, who have lost everything, are going on holiday! In fact we were the greatest enforced displacement of people anywhere in the world since the Second World War. And we were going on holiday. Zohra the Judas wanted us to go and live somewhere else. So far as his government was concerned, we weren’t French. We thought we lived in the Metropole.


Jani’s letter said his mother is almost suicidal. The dockers in Marseille had stolen the suitcase with all her photos in it. Two doctors refused to treat her for an infection. It was later diagnosed as pleurisy. The five of them were sharing two rooms. When you think of their house on rue de Progrès! Beside the mansions higher up in El Biar it might not have seemed much. But it was a fine home. Now he had to bed down with his father. Anna and Pietra with their mother.


He said their flat stank because the old couple downstairs cooked filthy stews. They were fat, they were as white as pork fat. This was one of his jokes. He was always trying to trick me into eating pork. Telling me chorizo was merguez. This couple could hardly read or write. But they still treated Jani like shit. They told him that the last tenants had been nice people, proper French people, franchouillard. He said something like, ‘If we’re as filthy rich as these venomous slugs, our so-called compatriots, believe we are, then why are we living in a slum? If we had been filthy rich landowners and slave-drivers making kebas sweat in their burnous and chomping cigars and driving big racialist cars, then Judas would have thought twice about abandoning us.’


But we were little people. It was our fate that this country had been our cradle. We were insignificant. We were nothing. We didn’t count. We had no voice. We had no power over our own fate. So the traitorous bastards thought.


We shall take the fight to the mainland.


There is a further reason I remember that letter. He has met up with David Jérome, now a groom at a stud at Chazey-sur-Ain, and Marcel Calafato who spends so much time hanging around clubs in La Croix Rousse that Jani suspects he is a chouard. They were thinking about ‘doing something’. Thinking about it.


Me, I had already done something. I had gone beyond thinking about it. I had acted. I had resolved to devote my life to The Problem.


Before we fled there was work to do. There were selective tasks to be undertaken. There was a legacy to be created. I was almost sixteen years old. There is no such thing as a gratuitous action.


Parc Guerland – they’ve changed the name. Of course they’ve changed the name. Parc de la Liberté! The dusty public garden off rue Michelet – also changed: now named Didouche Mourad, one of their sacred fucking murderers. Everyone knew about this park. A roofless house of assignation, which I had never previously wished to visit. Now I needed to.


Late afternoon. I sat on a stone bench beneath contorted dragon trees, argans, planes. The hard, fissured ground was littered with leathery seed pods and sloughed bark that was holed and pocked.


Twenty minutes. There were occasional footfalls and indeterminate figures on the terrace above. I wondered if that was where I should be. Was this the right part of the gardens? Anticipation is a stimulus. My body was taut with excitement.


A further twenty minutes. There was a breath in the stiff leaves. A shadow cast against the sheer wall, veering and bending against the terrace’s balustrade. There was a gust of fairground scent – Maderas de Oriente, say, and sweet kif smoke, assassin smoke. A keba whore stood before me. In those days I used to believe that they were all whores. If they looked good enough. The others were failed whores, masked to conceal their faces. I waved a deck of banknotes then held it away from her. She stood over me and raised her skirt to reveal a deep forest of glistening hair in the midst of which was discernible a red sunset. She stroked it raspingly. A liquid, coloured version of the monochrome studies in my father’s library of venereal shame. She moved towards me and put her hand on the part of my jeans that enveloped M’sieu Zob.fn3 I realised, to my bemusement, that he was erect. She blew smoke at me, showed me a full horsemouth of bluegreen teeth stopped with gold. She asked me what I wanted. I gestured her onto the ground in front of me. She knelt, her tongue pushed out of her foul mouth. She was swift with my zip. My worry was getting blood and tissue on my ice blue jeans, on my punched toecap chisel toes. That was the last thing I wanted. Almost the last: more than anything I did not want any part of her to penetrate my clothes and touch my flesh.


The pistol was in the inside pocket of my cobalt chamois blouson. A Beretta M1951 that, when he had passed it to me with his indecently leathery, almost woody pelota-hardened hands, Bébé called ‘one of our little Egyptian friends’.


I shot her through the head just as he had instructed me. Diagonally: entry above the left eye, exit behind the right ear. A clean, neat strike. A selective task expertly prosecuted. She looked surprised. The last thing she did was to implore me with her eyes to undo what I had done. Too late. Yooyooyoo. An urgent sensation of warmth surged through my very core.


Even silenced, the report was cracking loud. Maybe my fear accentuated it. No, it was loud. The suppressor was not worthy of the name. Yet if anyone heard, there was no reaction. Such was the frequency of shots in the city.


I realised that I had ejaculated.


It was quite interesting in a way to watch her go from life to death. An experience to learn from, no doubt. Hot semen trickled pleasurably down my left thigh. Keba blood nourished keba soil, the soil to which they claimed exclusive right. I wouldn’t say I felt elated. Satisfied, yes. I did up my zip and stamped out her drugged cigarette with my foot. I checked thoroughly that there was no embarrassing old person’s damp patch visible.


A special occasion merits the best. Ennio Conti was open. I celebrated the loss of my virginity with a lime sorbet.


Madame Ortéga-Nagy was a superstitious woman.


Every morning she walked to the church of Saint Joseph. At the van by the west front she drank thick chocolate and ate churros. She pitied the owner, a sorrowful man who seemed to bear a backbreaking burden and whose arms were constantly blistered by hot oil. She made her communion and prayed to god that la Grande Zohra might meet a violent death. On the way home she stopped at Pâtisserie Azzopardi for more churros and a café crème. When she had finished she bought some churros to take with her just in case she got hungry.


Every evening she draped a greasy tasselled shawl over her thinning pate and pulled it down over her face to gaze into the future. Munching and spraying poppyseed cake she talked of ‘the infinite path before us’. She knew the formulae for eternal life. Immortality recipe: her herb garden was divided into plots according to the organs the plants affected. Liver and bile, digestive system, nervous system etc. etc. Immortality was attainable by the application of faith, and nutritional science. By purges, elixirs, tonics. Daily doses of a punishing bouillon derived from a shamanic recipe: fungi, bark, insects beneath the bark, musk, udder, stramonium, spotted cowbane and species of wild fungi the means of whose cultivation had now been achieved. Daily injections of anti-cancer remedies from the laboratory. Eternal life was a tangible, material entity: she didn’t elaborate.


The shawl’s repetitive pattern was of a sled hauled by prancing, rearing stags. The garment was so obviously a charlatan’s prop that no self-respecting charlatan would have dared use it. Nor would have dared coo and mumble inside it. This was just bluff, according to Bébé, just an act. She was a mystic or medium, a soothsayer or seer. Something in that field anyway. A ‘sleepwalker’, so called because she appeared to be in a trance. Her predictions were persuasive for the very reason that they were hesitantly expressed, diffident, mined from deep. Her futures were conditional. Another bluff?


Bébé Biskarret was fearful about who he shared his opinion with. He had been at the workbench showing me how to assemble a strounga’s components when Denis Renucci, loudmouth heir to a chain of gelaterie and restaurants, had suggested that selective tasks’ targets ought not to be determined by reading tea leaves and that deciphering entrails was no way to conduct a military campaign. Doctor Ortéga-Nagy broke Renucci’s jaw with a claw hammer. It left him screaming in a puddle of two-stroke on the garage floor. Doctor Ortéga-Nagy threw his car keys to Bébé and told him to drive Renucci to hospital.


His mouth was crammed with calentita. He spluttered: ‘Without industrial accidents like that surgeons would be out of work.’ We all shared the obese quack’s joke. His wife had been the most senior woman in the Organisation. Doctor Ortéga-Nagy was a loyal husband. He encouraged her capricious strategies. He was himself an advocate of medical procedures that were rare in those less gullible days: acupuncture (which he had learnt, approximately, from a former military doctor who had himself learnt it, approximately, in Saigon), homeopathy, herbalism. He was fond of saying that the circumstances will dictate the method; we must not be inhibited by convention.


The Villa Eucalyptus was behind a three-metre-tall black iron wall. A cedar’s boughs stretched over the chevaux de frise along its top. To ring the doorbell you pushed an enamelled button, the bullseye at the centre of a glazed brick target. After some minutes there were footsteps then the grind of an unoiled mortice violated by a key. The door, as high as the wall and equally topped by chevaux de frise, shrieked as it was effortfully hauled open by a featureless sullen domestic, the sort of person who is never noticed so has cause for resentment, so believes she has reason to turn on her employers despite their having given her a good wage for two decades: that’s how it was with them. She relocked it – a further expression of pain – then led me into the house and thence to the garden.


In the last of the light (between dog and wolf) Madame Ortéga-Nagy was scrabbling around in a flowerless flowerbed. Her posture was simian. She had the habit of picking leaf matter and twig fragments from her sparse hair like a chimpanzee picks nits and crunches them. She started when she heard me, trod down an earth clod with a heavy foot.


The lime sorbet had been delicious but too cold. Ennio Conti’s ices were matchless but you needed to wait till they had lost their numbing edge. My molar throbbed. I asked her if she had any clove oil. She nodded irritably. She would fetch some when she had finished. Her shapeless cardigan was turning to felt, its pockets were weighed down by shelled hard-boiled eggs, woolly and hairy, which she ate whole, in a single assault on herself, pushing the blunt end into her mouth and blocked tracts. She blindly thrust her hands into the powdery soil. Even though I had not seen her do this before, I had heard of her obsessional quest for coins, crockery shards, parts of toys, lumps of coal, birds’ bones, stones and whatever else might be unearthed with her hands, exclusively with her hands.


Never use a trowel or fork. Such tools might diminish her bond with the essence of these archaeological vestiges of French Algeria, the only Algeria that had ever been: this country was our invention. She at last sighed a sigh of satisfied relief and straightened up grasping an indiscernible trove in her hands. The objects she exhumed were more than keepsakes that she would take into her inevitable exile (which we all knew now was simply a question of when). She aspired to capture or preserve the soul and soil of her country, a soul that was contained in the soil. The soil that it was our duty to destroy before we abandoned it to the terror.


She asked me if Bébé – ce gougnafier, she called him – had told me to throw away the gun; she said flingue. They sounded strange, almost indecent, these gutter words spoken by her. She was bossy about vocabulary. She fussed over grammar. She thought your accent shouldn’t give you away. She mocked Ortiz and his garrulous gang for their pataouète. She snorted chachchahim! – the very word Dudu would use so rashly many years later and make me fear for him.


Bébé had indeed warned me to get rid of the gun. Madame Ortéga-Nagy rolled her eyes. When I told her that I had ignored Bébé she told me what a brave boy I was: ‘You dandy wraith.’ She stroked my cheek with a dirty callused knuckle. I winced and remembered that Bébé called her the old witch. Can witches be fat? They have a reputation as scraggies. She hurried me inside to a plug of cotton wool doused in clove oil. I bit hard on that memory of early infancy.


She went to tell the doctor I had arrived. I waited in the long overlit hall. The house was savoury scented from cooking. Faces in the damask wallpaper grimaced. Heavy curtains, ebony candelabra, claw-footed consoles – all Second Empire style. They proclaimed that this pompier villa was on French soil, was part of le Métropole. An ornately framed painting showed poplars, soggy meadows, watery grey skies, a thatched cottage, a river barge and plump cattle. This was the riverside life of a temperate country, our country, where a boy might fish in peace seated on a willow stump with his stout wicker basket beside him.


I reflected on my achievement. I was considering how to build on it when the old-fashioned doorbell rang. Madame Ortéga-Nagy came from the doctor’s office.


‘That’ll be The Mycologist,’ she said as she passed me. She went out through the front door to unlock (and relock) the street door. She returned with an exceptionally tall man, sallow, wearing dark glasses and a grubby neck brace. He was clutching a blue Sabena bag. When he saw me he started. He made to turn away in alarm. She took his arm and muttered something. The man appeared reluctantly placated. As Madame Ortéga-Nagy hurried him past me he averted his eyes as though to make himself invisible. (Despite our subsequent contact I was never to discover his name so I shall refer to him as The Mycologist.)


Some minutes later he and the doctor emerged from the office. The doctor stretched up to rest his hand on his shoulder – the man was so much taller that he breathed different air. They went through the front door to the street door. The doctor was now in insistent mode. He pointed the forefingers of both hands at the blameless prosthesis round his neck. He pointed at his watch. They shook hands meaninglessly. The doctor urged swiftness, hands like a frantic accordionist now. Then he double-locked the street door. He beckoned me to follow him.


One end of his office was dominated by a black and gold marble mantelpiece. Obese alabaster cherubs clambered over it. It was absurdly grandiose. Base metal water polo trophies littered it. The walls were hung with photographs of a younger, slender Doctor Ortéga-Nagy in a one-piece swimming costume, here with his arms linked to a rangy young man, here alone in a pool beside a netted water polo goal, here strangely dressed in baggy trousers and a lace-up shirt holding one handle of a sporting trophy, the other held by the rangy young man. There were, too, embossed copperplate certificates and quasi-heraldic diplomas printed on paper treated to resemble parchment.


His face was high gloss sweat – bladderwrack glistening with blood-flecked sperm. His suit was an anthology of slobbered meals. Food crumbs were everywhere, rotting empanada, half-eaten gougères, slivers of saucisson, a bowl of desiccating mechoui with a spoon in it, liberally scattered olive pips, an empty packet of tortas cenceñas. What precisely was he a doctor of? No one knew. A winter garden accessed through glass doors from his office was a laboratory – a long metal table, a microscope, scales, clamps, retorts, Erlenmeyer flasks, funnels, pipettes, test tubes, more nutritious kitchen scraps. What institutes or universities had awarded him his many important degrees and doctorates? Where was he originally from? I knew better than to ask.


He claimed to speak several languages. A priori, French was his native language. But he spoke like a schoolmaster scared to make a mistake. It sounded as if it were a second language, though one he had mastered. I spoke already enough good English for me to suspect that his was laboured, stilted. His idioms were a joke: he ties his boots too tight etc. His Italian was apparently not so much better.


It was his Spanish that decided his fate within the Organisation. Despite half of his family name, despite his boasts of fluency, despite his bombast, he was incomprehensible, his vocabulary was limited. These are the facts or the misinformations, perhaps. This, anyway, is what I learnt from Sal Missica:


In mid-November Doctor Ortéga-Nagy has been sent to a clandestine meeting in Alicante with three of the Organisation’s Falangist contacts, for example Isidoro Sarabia. They were to plan the collection by boat of ordnance taken from captured and often despatched FLN fighters: much of it of Soviet origin, some of it American (we were fighting everyone). It was to be delivered to the Organisation in the Metropole. Several raids on army and police arsenals had been thwarted. There was still only one firearm for each three or four activists. When the ordnance is in Spain its conveyance across the Pyrenees in French Catalonia will be facilitated by a high-ranking Guardia officer name of Gomez-Benet.


Twelve crates – submachine guns, ammunition, explosives – were taken in a drycleaner’s van by Doctor Ortéga-Nagy, Denis Renucci, Bébé and Sal Missica to an unfrequented cove near Gouraya. To be picked up during the night of Sunday 3/Monday 4 December. The vessel despatched from Cartagena was a speedboat. It was capable of carrying two crates. The pilot was surprised when he discovered he was expected to take twelve crates. He made it clear that his instructions were there would be two crates. Even to Doctor Ortéga-Nagy it is obvious that more than two crates will sink the speedboat. The pilot would return in a larger vessel the night after next if he gets a sufficient reward. Doctor Ortéga-Nagy accused him of being an extortionist. It takes one to know one. Doctor Ortéga-Nagy managed to restrain himself. The left-over crates were reloaded into the van. They went and hid out in the safety of Bébé’s uncle’s fruit farm in the bled.


The second vessel, a fishing boat, arrived the night after next. It was three hours late. It couldn’t gain access to the cove because its draft was too large. It anchored some fifty metres offshore. It had no tender and one could not be found. Renucci, Bébé and Sal Missica had to carry the crates on their shoulders to the boat while Doctor Ortéga-Nagy paddled about on the shore yelling to them to hurry. By the time they reached the fishing boat the cold water was high up their chest. Some of the arms were damaged, some of the ammunition and explosives were ruined, one crate was lost. The unwilling porters were bruised, chilled, exhausted. A crowd of a dozen had gathered soon after dawn to watch the end of this far from clandestine spectacle.


The Organisation puts blame for these blunders exclusively on Doctor Ortéga-Nagy. They were said to have been caused by this great polyglot’s inability to pronounce doce (twelve) so that it was not sounding the same as dos (two). Infantile inability. Furthermore he has kept no record of the meeting in Alicante.


Micheli and Valensi berated him for not having done so.


Our meetings are minuted. We are not a terrorist rabble. We belong to an army. We are soldiers.


Micheli and Valensi were martial. But they were not soldiers. They were not belligerent. No stomach for the fight.


For sure, they had the military obsession with carbon paper, files, rubber stamps, staplers, paper hole punches, different colour inks, maps. This banal kit fed their self-regard. Jean-Jacques (I would never in that epoch have called him Jean to his face) had been a junior anaesthetist. The joke was ‘Doctor Micheli puts people to sleep’. David Valensi was a dancer sometime and physical training teacher. He indulged me because he too was a Jew. He called me his little Saint-Just, complimented me on my skin, which he wanted to touch. He knew my father by reputation and spoke well of him. I ran errands for the Organisation’s high command. I was proud to be trusted. With the exception of leaflets I seldom knew what I was carrying or the identity of the person I was delivering to. I kept my inquisitiveness to myself, made deductions, asked no questions, obeyed without demur.


The more we are taken for terrorists the less we appeal to the mass of pieds-noirs who crave that we, who act wholly on their behalf, are legitimate. It is in contrast to the Fifth Republic’s illegitimacy that we must present ourselves.


If only we had been terrorists.


Even after it was so obvious that la Grande Zohra had not only betrayed us but was ready to side with the FLN, the Organisation deluded itself that provided we did not abandon our houses and farms and little businesses there was still hope for us. One of its strategies for gaining the masses’ support and persuading them not to flee was to portray the Organisation as an army of one hundred thousand soldiers that would fight on, that would protect them, that could overcome the State on behalf of the Nation. In fact it never numbered much more than five thousand. The masses were, in this instance, not fooled.


My parents listened with increasing disbelief to the broadcasts made whenever the Ouled Fayet transmitter was working or the Organisation had commandeered a television studio. They shook their heads at its out-of-touch newspaper polemics. The leaflets I distributed without my parents’ knowledge went unread. They littered foetid stairwells, formed drifts in abandoned office lobbies.


For some months the printing press was installed in la Villa des Arcades on the heights at El Madania. Oh how I long for the leaning breeze-twisted pines, for their baked resin scent! The very earth là-bas touches olfactory receptors the way no other earth ever has.


The villa was occupied by Micheli and Degueldre, mutually distrustful going on hateful: a would-be politician and a true soldier. Its owner, the narcissistic architect M. Fernand Pouillon, was in prison in Paris. A fraudulent property development. He was widely reputed as the most useful of the FLN’s many idiots, a bag carrier, a signatory of open letters and manifestos militating for independence. A traitor.


The villa of such a man could hardly have been a surer refuge.


Nor could it have been a better place from where to fail to sense the mood of the masses. My rucksack and my Moby’s paniers were loaded with leaflets from the press that I would distribute in Bab-el-Oued when I was meant to be at school. Distribute increasingly pointlessly, for Bab-el-Oued had ceased to believe. Throughout much of the previous year it had believed, blindly, that the Organisation would be its salvation. It had wanted to believe. It had had too much faith.


Now in the cafés and on the street corners the talk was of a division in the Organisation. Everyone claimed to be in the know. The idea of that division became banalised. The rank and file were fighting for the pieds-noirs because the rank and file were pieds-noirs. But – according to the rumours spread by the Ramalama telephone – the army officers who comprised the Organisation’s top echelons nurtured a far-fetched fantasy of a further coup d’état. A further attempt doomed to stillbirth.


Our country was the platform from which that coup would never be launched. It was becoming a playground for former résistants and nostalgic dissenters. They garrulously yarned the dangers of their vaunted youth, they longed to turn back the clock to the Vercors in 1944, to the perfectly timed demolition of a railway bridge at Decazeville in ’43, to the camaraderie of the cave and the maquis. Yet Godard, Argoud, Sergent, Henriot etc. were unwilling to relinquish the camaraderie of Algiers. They congregated and they talked and talked and talked. They knew that their coup was a pipe dream. Older now, their audacity withered, they wouldn’t take the battle to the Metropole where the risks were mortal.


It was under their influence Micheli devised a further ineffective strategy: to stigmatise those who did attempt to flee, to shame them as deserters – to treat them as though they were soldiers! And to threaten them with summary justice. Six months previously – when there was still hope – among the earliest leaflets I had conveyed as a proud tyro messenger were those that warned that the Organisation knew who was aiming to flee under cover of vacations: it had the lists of passengers on every form of transport. Bluff? Probably not.


Even though it was militarily exhausted and deprived of arms, the FLN’s propaganda was credible. Menaces of terror and death were more persuasive than Micheli’s needling harassment. The man was no Goebbels: would Goebbels have disguised himself as a fireman as Micheli did? He was crazy about dressing up. But no theatrical costume could mask that gap-toothed smile of self-esteem. Its flicker across his face made him momentarily oriental, a sly mandarin.


He was correct in one regard: the Organisation was not a terrorist group. It attempted, then, to forbid random bombings, terrorist bombings. It held that the prosecution of selective tasks by casuals was undisciplined, counter-productive, unworthy of an army. It was jealous of its monopoly in sudden death. ‘Freelance’ actions undertaken without headquarters’ sanction were deemed detrimental to the cause. What they were actually detrimental to was the Organisation’s authority, especially Micheli’s. And what was the cause they claimed?


A million people facing death or exodus grew restless at the high command’s detachment, at the Organisation’s idealism and its caution. Its grip on realpolitik was flimsy. I can’t believe now how I was taken in by it, I wasn’t a child. Its preposterous ambition was to create a secular republic. Such a republic had for decades existed in theory – but it had never been an actuality. Yet they kidded themselves and a swiftly diminishing audience that a secular republic, independent of France, could be magically pulled out of the hat …


Our homeland would experience a utopian métissage. Sephardi, Mizrahi, Ramalamas, Christians, Berbers, kebas, Lals, Caucasians, black Africans, blue Tuaregs – all would link hands as one happy band of francophone brotherhood and exemplary desegregation.


The notion was laughable. It was 130 years too late to re-educate the majority as enlightened citizens. The majority comprised superstitious illiterates, vectors of barbarism, resistants to any indoctrination other than that of the taber. It was 130 years too late to counsel tolerance in the despised minority. Things had gone far too far.


Besides, as we have learnt, within Ramalama there is no self-seeded germ of secularisation. No possibility of evolution. No separation of the secular and the sacred. Within Ramalama there is:


No Render unto Caesar the things that be Caesar’s and unto God the things that be God’s.


No Song of Solomon.


No My Kingdom is not of this world.


It was common practice among the Organisation’s higher ranks to adopt Ramalaman orphans as it once had been to adopt Indo-Chinese orphans – in order to rescue them, to civilise them, to rear them in their image, to proclaim the fellowship of races and the iniquities of segregation. This was kidnapping with a supposedly ethical face. No doubt some consciences were salved.


Now, after all these years, it is not so hard to see that the split in the Organisation foretold its collapse. At the time we didn’t see where that split was leading. Or we didn’t admit to ourselves that the split was irremediable.


In one camp, the former legionnaires and regular soldiers who had deserted on pain of death at the time of the putsch.


In the other, the little people they claimed to protect, the shopkeepers and clerks, the agriculturalists, the rank and file who kept the Organisation floating with its ‘taxes’. To start with they had been paid gratefully. There was relief. The Organisation had promised hope. But the willingness to pay evaporated when it became apparent that its interests were not the people’s. Money was subsequently extorted by menace, moral blackmail, something along those lines.


This split was almost as great as the split between the majority of pieds-noirs and the majority of Ramas. For most people military or paramilitary mores are alien: mutual dependence, unquestioning obedience, sacrifice, control, order etc. Most people live without them.


The Organisation failed to understand that it could have won round the rank and file with the straightforward ploy of inciting indiscriminate violence against kebas. That would also have made Paris think again. Would have boosted morale. Go on the attack! It was too obvious a tactic for Micheli. He was manipulative. He was more a politician than a soldier, let alone a terrorist. He was, till the endgame was played, more preoccupied with the possibilities of compromise, with the hierarchy of command rather than with battle, with internecine reprisal rather than the enemy.


His vanity was dangerous.


The television journalist Louis Ghislain repeatedly pronounced Micheli with a hard ‘c’ as though the name were Italian (of course it was, almost – his origins were Corsican) and not ‘sh’, in the French way. Micheli was infuriated. He took it as an insult designed to challenge his Frenchness. Louis Ghislain was selected. This creature of habit was eating lunch at his usual table on Chez Maître Didier’s terrace near the RTF in rue Cognacq-Jay, Paris 7ème. A Lambretta drew up beside him.


A waiter said that most of the blood had been absorbed by bread and that there was little mess to clear up. He was a valued customer who would be missed although gluttony would have taken him soon. The stolen Lambretta was found four days later in a courtyard off rue Eugène-Süe in Menilmontant. It yielded no information. The task had been expertly accomplished. The weapon was correctly identified as a Skorpion machine pistol. No arrest was made.


Observation of Micheli’s and the Organisation’s flaws taught me valuable lessons in future tradecraft.


Some of those flaws were beyond repair. The very structure, for example. Because it adopted a conventional military structure rather than employing semi-autonomous and independent cells it was a denial of its name.


L’Organisation Armée Secrète was many things, but only seldom secret.


Too many people knew too much that they didn’t need to know. Certain of the people who rallied to the Organisation were not so discreet. When a drunken braggart, for example Nico Migliorini, is familiar with the innermost workings of a cadre it surely follows that he must be told shush by that cadre to prevent him blabbing incontinently to the smiling enemy: have another glass Nico – tell us again that story of … remind me who was there … Bruno Berg! … ah that’s interesting … and Bruno’s catamite?


Squealers can only squeal if they have the information. No matter how many amps a gégène sends through his testicles, an ignorant man cannot yield useful intelligence.


Betrayals became commonplace. Those of Degueldre and Dovecar caused especial anger but, worse than that, despondency, despair.


The ordnance destined for the Metropole – a quarter of it lost because of Doctor Ortéga-Nagy’s incompetence – had not been intended for bandits’ selective tasks but for the ghost squadrons who would stage the famous armed coup in Paris. Wishful thinking! Micheli was a different sort of fantasist from Doctor Ortéga-Nagy.


Two days before Christmas 1961, as his wife had been before him, Doctor Ortéga-Nagy was ‘transferred’ from operational duties in the Organisation. Henceforth he was restricted to administrative tasks. Maintenance of the treasury, maintenance of light arms arsenal. He was warned not to attempt to make ‘social capital’ by hinting that he was an important figure in the Organisation in the way that Alain Marty had done.


It goes without saying, Doctor Ortéga-Nagy told me nothing of this. His bluster was predictable: how important he was to the Organisation; certain parties’ fear of him; those (or perhaps other) parties’ jealousy of his success – it was plain to see, was it not?


Nor did he mention the blunder at Gouraya – did he really assume that I was ignorant of it? He poured two glasses of wheat-coloured distillate. From far off came the rolling rumble of a distant explosion. He listened as though to a favourite passage of music, checked his watch, smiled a proprietary smile and raised his glass in apparent self-celebration. The smell of alcohol repulsed me. He indicated that I should sit. I sunk into a squeaky leather canapé. He congratulated himself as much as he congratulated me. He thought he was being good natured not tiresome when he patted me. He ruffled my carefully managed Caesar cut: ‘You have the hair of a raven, Yoni. An opportunist predator.’


Then he wheezingly sunk himself into his absurdly ornate, quilted velvet chair, all gilded claws and distraught eagles. He might have been sexually united with it. He might have thought of it as a throne. It was more like the catafalque of a tinpot absolutist.


He was a preposterously ugly figure: the complexion betokens the man. Fat hung from him like dropsical fruit. He used the coercive first-person plural.


We had carried out the selective task successfully.


We must decide on which of the quarries revealed to Madame Ortéga-Nagy must be disqualified next.


He went on, the number of people who were warriors with the nerve and the courage to do what had to be done was declining. They all talk. Few act. They swear their fidelity to the Organisation. But they look to someone else to do their duty for them. Why? Because the Organisation is turning against its own people. It doesn’t value its best. (He meant himself.) It has turned into a clique. (He meant it excluded him.) Such valiant men as the late Alain Marty were also excluded. He, too, had been warned, in all seriousness, against putting himself above the law by continuing to assign selective tasks to what Micheli called a troop of ruffians and mechanicals. (Bébé had been among them.) Alain Marty ignored the warning. Revolutionaries kill their kin. They fight among themselves about what they are fighting for. This in-fighting takes precedence, it is a diversion. The movement is debilitated.


Alain Marty fell from the window of a fourth-floor apartment on boulevard Général Farre.


Do you realise, Doctor Ortéga-Nagy asked me, what Meursault’s problem was?


I would have replied that his problem is being a character in a boring book, but to many people at that epoch L’Étranger was a sacred text. And to thousands at Bab-el-Oued who had never read him Camus was an idol. I didn’t want to provoke Doctor Ortéga-Nagy’s anger. I shook my head.


Meursault’s problem, in his opinion, was that he expires only one keba. ‘Only one!’ He said that he’d like to see me do much better than Meursault.


‘Only one!’ He belched smug laughter, rose from his desk and handed me a tie. Knitted silk, horizontal stripes, charcoal and lemon, squared end. This was my prize. He told me such ties were the latest fashion. Hardly: they had been around for at least four years. It had probably been a gift, unwanted and unwearable because its narrowness – 4.5 centimetres – would have emphasised his adolescent girl’s breasts and his taut glutton-tummy, so immense it might have been a primitive weapon.


It could be teamed with my mid-grey tab collar shirt. I wished my tooth would respond to the swab that stung my gums.


‘Only one! You know, Yoni, I have a feeling that you have what it takes to be a pale horse.’


Maybe the eau-de-nil stripes with the penny round collar and the steel-grey Tonik jacket: would that be too much?


Pale horse: I didn’t understand then what it meant.


He could not, as it happens, have been more right. Nor could Madame Ortéga-Nagy: ‘My wife is a remarkable woman. She shares my opinion.’ He spoke as though there could be no greater compliment, as though I should be grateful.


I hadn’t noticed earlier that the blue Sabena bag was on the floor in front of the overwrought fireplace. A scruffy canvas satchel and a webbing bag lay beside it. He was standing over me, menacing me with that belly, boasting about Madame Ortéga-Nagy’s psychic abilities. She was a seer. She could divine special qualities, exceptional qualities, qualities people didn’t suspect they possessed. She was a virtuoso in dowsing potential. Seeing was a form of involuntary anticipation. Or maybe it was time travel. It was knowing what was to happen before there was any exterior sign. She had foreseen my future. He gripped my shoulder: his idea of a gesture of comradeship. Something prevented me from asking him what she had foreseen there – modesty or embarrassment; it wasn’t incuriosity.


And then he was talking about her next gift: the recipe for immortality that had been bestowed on her. According to Doctor and Madame Ortéga-Nagy, immortality of the soul had no scientific basis. Soul was a matter of the theological bragging (fanfaronades théologiques) privileged by credulous naïfs. The very idea of soul itself is an infantile creation of those credulous naïfs. We are chemical entities. The only immortality possible is that of the mutually dependent body and brain. He pointed to the laboratory: ‘That, then, is what we’re working towards. The project of a lifetime … a lifetime without end.’


Of course he was a quack, of course he was a fake, of course her talents were bogus and if not bogus then delusory. But it is the massive lies that get the better of us, that debilitate reason. What was the elixir? Where did the recipe come from? I didn’t ask. When we are young myths are potent. We don’t yet realise that their roots are in ignorance and wishfulness. We are drawn to fantasy and extravagance. Probability doesn’t trouble us. At the age of fifteen I believed myself immortal – no need of magical draughts. It was more than likely that by the time I came to need magical draughts they would be available all about. That is how the future would be – wherever it was, wherever I was, whoever I was.


Among much else, I had yet to learn that immortality was a cosmic punishment. A punishment, then, to be relished.


Doctor Ortéga-Nagy ducked beneath the horizon of his desk, rummaging, wheezing, searching for breath. He popped up with a cardboard box, placed it next to his typewriter, opened it to reveal a long-barrelled revolver. Then he crossed the knotted room and returned with a forest- green doeskin bag of the kind that I believed English gentlemen kept their snooker balls in. It contained four hand grenades. From shelves and cupboards and plan chests he gathered a strounga in a saddle bag, a strounga in a tiffin box, a Skorpion machine pistol with a thick gauge wire stock, a metre-long anti-tank rifle that he stroked lasciviously, murmuring ‘Carl Gustav’. He disgusted me, the weapons intrigued me. He beamed at his arsenal, a porcine chef posing with his specialities. He invited me to select weapons as I might select specialities.


As though it had been rehearsed, Madame Ortéga-Nagy was suddenly in the room, transported to her husband’s side, an apparition borne on a gust. Her speech was uninflected, expressionless, brisk – that of a simultaneous translator. Maybe that was what she intended it to be. It didn’t seem it might be an act. Obviously convincing acts don’t seem to be acts. That is their point. All illusionism is hidden.


The detective novelist Tanguy Varesano wrote: ‘The greatest artifice is the artifice that leaves no trace, like the perfect crime, the crime that no one knows has been committed.’ (Varesano was guillotined in 1936 for the murder of his mistress at her house in the Chevreuse valley.)


The voice that inhabited Madame Ortéga-Nagy spoke of:


A chain-smoking, heavy-lashed, peroxided, back-combed former prostitute whose Mordhund’s cropped ears were like horns – the dog was called Mac or Maxi …


The junction of place Carnot and boulevard Doumer …


An apartment building with twisted columns at its entrance …


A courtyard containing a makeshift workshop or garage …


The giant Joris Wymeersch, the giant Joris Wymeersch …


The wind shrieked in the garden. Shrubs juddered.


She stopped. Less than a minute had exhausted her. The voice was replaced by asthma’s faint rattle, another interior colonisation of the body. Doctor Ortéga-Nagy held his tranced messenger-animal with a shocking tenderness. She smiled weakly at me, she lay her head against her husband’s chest. I thought of a failed mollusc. He stroked her. Her breath was a bellows’. She left the room punch-drunk. The doorbell rang. It was impossible to assess whether she had heard it.


Joris Wymeersch, he told me, was a sometime Carlingue,fn4 an amnestied milice, a turned traitor, a war criminal who had done the Germans’ bidding with enthusiasm, who had hunted starving Jews and ammunitionless résistants in the southern Auvergne, Livradois-Forez, all about that sector. He and his squad tracked their prey to pitiable sanctuaries in the harsh hills – typically, hermitages and shepherds’ burons. Naked save for a pair of turned-up shorts and heavy boots, with an MP40 slung over his shoulder with Flocon, his albino Mordhund, beside him, Wymeersch – a tall athletic ‘Viking type’, 1.98 metres – would pose for a photo, beaming, blond-haired, blond-bearded, an immense studded boot on the back or neck of one of his prone captives. He delivered them for deportation and death. Some were murdered in their rude shelters. Others were given a minute’s start before the Mordhund was released. Of the many who were subjected to this sport only two survived. They would be witnesses at his trial. He was also a member of the commando that pursued those maquisards, including Colonel Yves Godard, who had survived the massacre on the plateau des Glières. Sometime in the early autumn of 1944 Wymeersch vanished.


Twelve years later, the proprietor of the Rio Mambo Fun Club in Antwerp was among five people arraigned for proxénétisme. His identity papers and passport were discovered to be forged. After prolonged examination Kenith Stove admitted that he was actually Bart ten Heuvel: these names they are so so memorable …


The proxénétisme trial was already under way when one of his co-defendants, former policewoman Anke Postma, knowing how hopeless her case was, did a deal with the prosecution. All charges (kidnapping, demanding money with the threat of a gale viper, people trafficking avant la lettre) were dropped in exchange for the information that Bart ten Heuvel had died at the age of three months in December 1920. The man hiding behind two false names and countless bottles of hair dye was Joris Wymeersch, the fugitive Lillois war criminal.


He served a short sentence in Oudenaarde Prison for pandering. On his release Wymeersch was rearrested, extradited to France, tried at Lyon in June 1959 for treason and murder and sentenced to twenty-four years’ hard labour.


Twenty-four years!


He was, hissed Doctor Ortéga-Nagy, released after less than two years!


Judas Zohra admired him for being even taller than he was. The order for his release came from the very highest office. His release was effected by the bastard Foccart so that he could resume hunting.


Colonel Godard had escaped him once. Now he was quarry again. Once again Wymeersch would be hunting Jews, hunting French patriots on behalf of a usurper president whose only legitimacy was that the coup d’état by which he had achieved power was bloodless. This murderer was now employed, on the black, by a treacherous French government. His existence would never be acknowledged by the puppet-masters of the shadow world, themselves phantoms. He was the Devil’s quartermaster, the coordinator of the FLN’s clandestine rearmament by la Grande Zohra’s criminal cabal.


Over and over Doctor and Madame Ortéga-Nagy repeated that Wymeersch was a lucky man – but it was time his luck ran out. Shall we agree that this is our next selective task, Yoni … Now you have shown you are up to it … We have to see to it that his luck runs out … We have to prevent the arms being distributed.


Where was the apartment building with the twisted columns? Doctor Ortéga-Nagy shrugged. And the courtyard? And the peroxided woman with the dog that was a weapon?


He insisted his wife, now busily plumping paisley pattern cushions, knows no more than is revealed to her, which she has revealed to us. She is a seer not a guide. She furnishes us with clues not answers. There are reliable reports from the Organisation in the Metropole that Wymeersch is here, in the city. He is not using any of the barbouzes’ safe houses. He must realise that they are compromised by that criminal rabble’s indiscipline. They’re easy meat, Degueldre’s Delta commando is taking care of them – drunkards, pimps, thieves, murderers, collaborators, fascists. And all of them off-guard, mere target practice. More than twenty of them were successfully released into the atmosphere in a bespoke action at Brasserie Romano at the bottom of the Marcel Morand stairway. The explosion could be heard six kilometres out to sea.


Wymeersch, on the contrary, is shrewd, cautious, pathologically cautious. Risk is not in his make-up. There was no proof that the former policewoman Anke Postma was murdered. She was living in Sweden under an assumed name. Her car left the road near Kungälv and sunk in the Göta Canal.


Were Madame Ortéga-Nagy’s revelations actually hallucinations based in rumours called reliable reports? I thought of how we reach into half-remembered dreams, fumble blindly, never quite grasping who or where.


How was I to find this man who had disappeared, avoided arrest, travelled on false papers, changed his appearance? How was I to find him with nothing but cryptic, partial clues to follow?


That is what I was wondering when Doctor Ortéga-Nagy accompanied me through the echoing Villa Eucalyptus, his key ring clanking. He led me through the front door, closed it behind him and unlocked the door in the metal wall. He clasped my arms in further unspoken congratulation, instructed me to return in the next couple of days to inform him of the progress of my pursuit, of Wymeersch’s whereabouts, or, even, of his successful selection …


I summoned the nerve to ask him: How? How am I to find him? This magical chameleon of a man? A seborrhoea-collared clerk one moment, a rampant minotaur the next. And where …


Doctor Ortéga-Nagy giggled. He shook his head as though there were something obvious that I had failed to grasp which he would gently explain to me. But just then the phone in the house rang. He grunted his exasperation, wished me good luck and hurried to answer it, flapped a bloated farewell hand at me as he waddled-at-the-double, blubber-all-a-wobble (Dudu’s expression, I love it!).


My toothache had gone. It had taught me a lesson: not to celebrate the accomplishment of future tasks so unthinkingly, so greedily.


Let the act be its own reward.


Even though it was only intermittently lit and deserved its ill reputation I took a chance on the long flight of stairs down to avenue Père de Foucauld. I was armed, confident. The metal banisters attached to the rubble-stone walls were polished to a shine by a century of hands, a century of germs: I didn’t touch them. The steps were smoothed to slippery hazard. I trod with care; my two-eye, punched toecap, almost weltless chisel toes had a composite sole that lacked grip.


It was not until I was three-quarters of the way down that I realised that I had forgotten my reward, the horizontally striped tie. A mental grimace moved from my head to the yoke of my back. My sigh of frustration broke the night’s tranquillity. I suppressed a curse. Ought I to leave it till next time? Doctor Ortéga-Nagy might by then have forgotten about it, so my asking for it might appear presumptuous.


I turned and briskly ascended the mountain. You’re less likely to lose your footing going up. That made me worry about the prospect of redescending a few minutes later.


The Villa Eucalyptus’s door to the narrow road had been left ajar. This was surprising, troubling even. Had Doctor Ortéga-Nagy forgotten to lock it after he had finished his phone conversation? Or maybe he was still on that call? Either way it was a lapse in security that, committed by someone else, would have provoked his boiling ire. Rather than go straight in, it occurred to me that I should warn them of my reappearance. My behaviour towards these people was at odds with my contempt for them. I again feared being considered presumptuous even though I was now a Reckoning Executant. I pressed the bell and heard it ring within the house. When there was no response I peered through the stained glass into the hall and the corridor beyond. There was no one to be seen. I pushed the heavy door to the road so it at least appeared shut. It made my hand stink of metal; there was nowhere to wash. The old-fashioned key was still in the lock. The ring of equally long keys hung from it. They summoned dungeon gaolers’ glistening torsos and shaven heads. I was wondering how long I should wait when I heard Doctor Ortéga-Nagy’s voice coming from the side of the house near the winter garden. The wind gusted and rushed and muffled him. But his squeaky tone of exasperation was evident enough. I walked to the corner of the house – hesitantly, for my invitation had, so to speak, expired. I was trespassing. It felt awkward.


I was about to rectify my presence by hailing Doctor Ortéga-Nagy when I saw that he was not alone. Another figure loomed over him. I told myself: Squint!


The figure resolved itself into The Mycologist. This, then, was whom Doctor Ortéga-Nagy had been berating. Despite his immense height his posture was servile. He still wore dark glasses even though the winter garden’s terrace was illumined only by a pale wedge from within the house. What I saw as I stood in the shadows, hidden between a tamarisk and flaking quoins, was a scene that was not meant to be witnessed by snooping eyes. The touchy urgency and panicky gestures betokened secrecy. The terrace was not overlooked, nonetheless their behaviour was furtive, darting – so far as a man the doctor’s size could be darting. Madame Ortéga-Nagy scampered (ditto) in and out carrying ill-balanced shoe boxes, box files, a carpet bag, bulging envelopes, reams of paper tied with string, tightly clasped carrier bags with shops’ logos.


The Mycologist and the doctor had lifted some of the terrace’s floor tiles to reveal the entrance to a semi-basement. The former, thin as he was tall, disappeared down a ladder. Every few seconds his disembodied hands reached up to be fed by Doctor Ortéga-Nagy. There was evidently some sort of subterranean cache into which they were putting whatever she brought from the house. I thought of the secret passages in Sebastian Cormier’s tales and priest-holes in the Worcestershire from the Aubrey Quested adventures we read in English classes. What were these papers? The Organisation’s records? Memoranda of meetings? Lists of personnel, selective tasks, Discretional Events? The whereabouts of funds? Directions to safe houses? Inventories of ordnance? Or personal material? Confidential medical records? Legal papers? Deeds?


She handed her husband the Sabena bag. He listened to something that his hidden colleague said. He flapped at the air in consternation. Instead of handing The Mycologist the bag he reluctantly removed its contents and passed them down in lavish handfuls. Its contents were money. If all the parcels had contained banknotes, many millions of francs – nouveaux francs, as we still called them – were being stowed away. It was money that was being buried. Money. It scared me. This was the Organisation at its most opaque, most factional, most deadly. Here was a rare occasion when the Organisation really was secret, secretive. Were my presence to be detected I would be in grave danger. Quite by chance – but that’s no excuse. I knew what I was not supposed to know.


When the wind abated the silence was leaden. I dared not move. The horizontal striped tie had slipped out of my mind. I watched instead as The Mycologist relaid and made good the tiled floor: bucket, cement, grout, trowel, float, rags. He did this with such precise rapidity that he must have been a builder or – a worrying thought – well practised at disappearing bodies in infrastructure. His work met with Doctor Ortéga-Nagy’s approval; a tepid pat on the back together with, thankfully, a gestural invitation to take a glass. As soon as they had gone into the house by way of the winter garden I tiptoed to the still unlocked door to the road and sidled silently into the night.


I am Judex. I was Judex. I shall forever be Judex until the foul scaley faces of wrath are turned against me – which they will be, long hence, over the hills, over time’s far distant horizon where terrible chancres of the skin are as common as thistles and henbane.


It is not because I was heartless, criminal, psychopathic, misanthropic or ‘troubled’ that I enhanced a number of lives before I was sixteen.


Nor had I what Anglo-Saxons now call ‘issues’. I was not mindless.


My motive was rational, straightforward, both worldly and sanctioned by the scriptures.


They took my country from me. I took their breath from them. Fair exchange.


My actions did not make me repine. Far from it, the righteousness of the just brought me the intense satisfaction of knowing that I had punctiliously and professionally discharged moral tasks. Witnesses, should any remain, will invariably be unable to remember anything other than the dark glasses. Many people wear dark glasses. Few people have eyes as memorably, as startlingly, as instantly recognisable as mine: liquid zircon.


For a boy in search of his quarry, they were exhilarating days, those days that followed that strange, unforgettable evening in the Villa Eucalyptus and its shadowy gardens.


A boy? I was a man. A man in search of his quarry, quarries. I had to remember that. A man. These definitive interventions made me a man. My pursuit was single-minded. I rode my hand-me-down Moby. I walked with intent, took trams when they were running. I stared, I wondered, I gaped, I gazed … I followed tall men, any woman with sluttish fake blonde hair (a sign of a plagued labia most likely). A crop-eared Mordhund – the Mordhund? – swaggered as though it knew I was trailing it. It led me down lanes whose existence I was previously ignorant of. Its ears were a torturer’s. I feared it might trap me in an impasse.


I searched our city far from my habitual itineraries. So far distant it was no longer our city but a vague terrain without name. Squalid health-hazard shacks made of scrounged, found, stolen components, holed fencing and tarpaulin, corrugated iron and broken doors. Here a wall of car batteries. Here another of damp cement sacks sprouting weeds. Beside these straggling bidonvilles stood randomly sited blocks. Newly built HLM apartments and the half-built skeletons of more: freshly anti-colonial France’s contrite gift to its dependent enemies who were now its friends by the decree of a negligent signature a thousand kilometres away. There were sand piles, builders’ rubble, stinking tips of rubbish and rags where feral cats and rats played cache-cache to the death. Although nothing was finished it was already worn out, trashed by the ungrateful inhabitants suffering the usual collective Lalism that incapacitates hope on this earth, that prevents them doing anything that might obviate their succumbing to the fate ordained for them.


The ignorant gullibility of the credulous: if their Qu’tel tells them neon is god’s lightning they believe him. When Luftwaffe planes had dropped leaflets in the bled encouraging Ramalama to join their foul cause they would have gathered thousands of recruits had the Ramas not been illiterate. Ramalamism is a disease. Like many forms of psychosis it is curable. It responds to electroconvulsive therapy and to neuroleptics. But the cure depends on the will of medical authorities to administer it. That will was absent because of the political pretence that every inhabitant of our country was French and that the French were not to be forcibly treated.


They stared vacantly. Hollow eyed, expressionless, scrawny – no feast for a cannibal save in extremis. They revelled in their own filth – they were less evolved than the greedy, mischievous macaques who gave their name to le Ruisseau des Singes at Chiffa: a childhood weekend treat. Broken buses with screaming, flag-wavingfn5 fellagha on their roofs would appear from nowhere. They jolted along the unmade roads parping their horns to get donkeys out of the way. The apartments’ brise-soleils provided cover for snipers. I didn’t hang around.


When I was aching or saddle-sore I would while away time with an Orangina and a patisserie at the Café Rstakian on the corner of boulevard Doumer and place Sadi Carnot. The tables I favoured were those that gave a view of the immense outdoors stairway to avenue Domrémy. Three hundred and eighty-four steps, every child knew that number. Madame Ortéga-Nagy had had a vision of this place. She believed that the chocolate and blood orange confection called a P’tit Clamart was to be eaten in anticipatory celebration of a major operation’s success. I thought this presumptuous but remained silent.


The life of the flesh is in the blood, and I have given it to you on the altar to make an atonement for your souls … I would count the number of people on the stairway then compute the volume of blood their bodies contained. And without any willed effort I would see the stairs as a cascade of blood, red and ordered and frothing. Every child once knew the stairway climbed to paradise. No longer. La Boulangerie Frangolacci near the bottom of the staircase was a charred carcass. It had been firebombed. All that remained of its window was diagrammatic mountain peaks. The carbonised skeleton of a Renault Dauphine rested on the pavement outside it. Its melted tyres were granular. Some of the shattered letters that had spelled the shop’s name on the fascia hung by the wires that had lit them. It had been our city’s most modern bakery. The Frangolacci family had left for Siracusa. M. Frangolacci referred to it as ‘home’: he knew it was a lie, he knew that we knew it was a lie. But in such sore times we are comforted by desperate delusions.


It was my duty to avenge the enforced fates of such decent people, my moral duty, my duty to my people, to us the fugitive people stripped by the state of everything – our identity, self-esteem, nationality, home, possessions, livelihood … everything save our memories. We were the people who were not … From the country that was no longer … that was about to end its existence. We were the abandoned, the inconvenient beings who ought never to have been. We got in the way.


I never lost heart, never lost faith in Madame Ortéga-Nagy. Her prophecies and goals touched me. They were more effective than Micheli’s strategies: his politician-posing-as-a-soldier’s martial logic had no place in our war, which was improvised, opportunist – and lost. But there were revanchist battles to be won. Madame Ortéga-Nagy’s divinations were absurd, crazy, badjok as they say in Bab-el-Oued. Of course they were crazy. She was touched. Her claim to be in contact with the Organisation’s martyrs ‘on the other side’ (among them Sacha Gil, Valentin Durbach, the Mendes brothers etc.) was frappadingue. Reincarnation, she asserted, begins with people literally rising from the grave … What, I wondered, happens to those who have rotted, were cremated, were coated in concrete beneath autoroutes? I didn’t ask. But it was incontrovertible – her hunches were all I had to go on. They were the threads that would guide me. She could feel the whereabouts of our enemies.


They were everywhere. There were more of them each day. For example: my father’s medical receptionist, Nabila Dib, had worked for him since 1952. She was paid well above the average let alone the minimum salary for such a job. They exchanged birthday gifts. He had saved her second son’s life by diagnosing oesophageal cancer that had gone unidentified by what he called ‘the tribal witchdoctor’.


The day after the predictable details of the Evian Betrayal were published she shocked my mother. She spat at her, said we were just kafir roumis, called her a ‘colonial slave madame’ and warned her to leave ‘my country’. It was obviously rehearsed behaviour, prepared speech (in French, for she had no other language). A decade’s bonds of amity and respect were brutally cut in a few seconds. Needless to say, my mother saw her point of view, put herself in Nabila’s place. Such incidents were widely repeated, often verbatim.


The Organisation torpidly woke up to the actuality of the situation. That’s to say it realised that it was too late. Micheli’s beginner’s posturing as a statesman was at an end. Henceforth tasks were no longer obliged to be selective. The net might be cast wider. Decisive action could be indiscriminately directed. All djellabas and veils could be volunteered for absence. Mercy was not an option. The Organisation rolled up its sleeves, so to speak. Which is to say that it was, de facto, no longer the Organisation but a web of clandestine cells unanswerable to old soldiers. At last we got down to business.


For as long as I could recall I had visited my paternal grandparents’ grave at Saint-Eugène cemetery in Bologhine. Initially, dutifully, in the company of my father. Then, as I grew older, alone, in a different register of duty. I visited when I needed their presence. They had both died before we were betrayed. They could never have foreseen so much of a disaster. They could never even have foreseen la Grande Zohra, repeatedly defeated at the ballots, posturing as president. A traitor to France like Bazaine at Metz. Lately I would lie supine on the stony ground beside the slab, incised with Roman alphabet not Hebrew. I stared at the sky pierced by a cypress. I’d talk to them in whispers, in moderated language, telling them what was happening to their ancient homeland, putting a brave face on it even though brave, in this instance, means softly mendacious, maybe delusional. I promised them that as a good Jew and good Frenchman I would, despite my belonging to these superior civilisations, steel myself to exact barbaric revenge wherever the opportunity presented itself … an eye for an eye, a tooth for a tooth, a pyre … I promised them in the knowledge that they would be appalled. They would despair at my atavism. I put my ear to the warm baked earth to hear them turning. Oh the horror … then they smiled for sure. I laughed at myself. I respectfully pushed my Moby so its screeching motor did not wake the dead. I felt good.


Two comatosed bleds were lazing at the entrance, slumped against a bulbous gate pier. They stunk of hashish, which is the stink of the killer, the assassin. One held a carved pipe. The other looked at me through a suppurating eye. I eased them along their way. They hardly noticed, the gap between the two shots was perhaps a second. Neat, quick, precise. And effected without thought, without doubt, without reservation, without hesitation, without consideration of these creatures’ claims on our air and land.


Over the next few weeks while I hunted Wymeersch I would make several random interventions, led by instinct and duty:


Middle-aged man with filthy crumbling teeth and laundry bag in a doorway at Saint Agathe. The display of bell pushes and exposed wires might be a danger for the residents.


My father put his head round the door of his surgery, asked my mother to check a telephone number in his appointments diary. My mother was upstairs. I found the book. The person due to see him at 11.10 was an Yves Kerbellec. Phone 206.18. No address. I transmitted the name and number to him. I recalled the late Alain Marty’s observation that barbouzes had a habit of adopting Breton pseudonyms. When M. Kerbellec left the surgery after treatment I followed him. He was oblivious. He walked swiftly, he marched. The noise of his studded boots shut out the soft tread of my moss suede moccasins.


Two youths fly-tipping, one wearing swimming trunks, the other in the back of a van hauling out sheets of corroded metal. Their crimes were environmental as well as religious.


Boy of about ten years old. Spared from growing up a warrior for Ramalama. He fell awkwardly into a floral display at Parc Combes. Graceless.


These actions brought grandeur of purpose to bleak days that accelerated towards the day when … for if was now no longer a possibility.


Doctor Ortéga-Nagy encouraged my access to his armoury, much of it seized ordnance that had been smuggled by former SS in Egypt and Syria to the FLN, many of whom had fought alongside them in the death’s head corps. I was a quick learner and nimble: I could make a rudimentary explosive device.


The donkey was all that ever scored my conscience. Being a donkey it was incapable of free will, of renouncing faith and culture. It was an innocent afflicted with moral stasis, with the impossibility of evolution. It would not climb the ladder of species. It was not like a foal, not a horse in waiting, a quadruped pupa. It was donkey for ever. The donkey that gave me the opportunity was broken-backed, all but. Callously weighed down, sagging swollen bags that nearly touched ground both sides. It was parked in a sunless narrow alley. A cave between decrepit, high, crumbling deuxième empire buildings draped in clothes and bedsheets. On the ground floor of one hole-in-the-wall café where in days of justice I could get a fine shoeshine. No longer. Now the baby bicots were so grand, jumped up, too full of pride in their new nation to pursue their calling. Pride! They would learn soon enough. They no longer waited at their post. They were the masters.


So they didn’t bother to keep watch. Heedless.


From within came the wail of the usual music, Ramalama’s music of whining self-pity, complaint, resentment.


There would be more to resent in a moment. I was as swift as I was dextrous. Doctor Ortéga-Nagy had called the device Cain the Firstborn. I wound the clock to three minutes then placed it in the drooping bag further from the café’s wall. I rode 150 metres to the two-stroke pump at the Depasquale filling station. I sat astride, watching.


Old M’sieu La Misère was grudgingly getting round to attending to me, limping from the office, when it went up. A noise to make ears bleed. Then the silence of a muted world. Then the whistling whoooosh of Gargantua’s exhalation.


I resolved never to explode another donkey so long as I lived. I have been loyal to that bond. A part of the creature described a parabola leaving in its trail red spray. One of the few regrets life has delivered me. I thought of Modestine salted for figatelli. Otherwise … I was proud. The tremor burst the blocks. Bodies were spun through windows by the force of relief blasts. Djellaba’d Nazis’ limbs flew like hooked crosses. Laundry caught fire. Trousers twisted, possessed, whirling, spreading the flames, setting alight rubbish heaps, landing on cars that had no choice but to join the conflagration. Fleeing men scraping their hair like they had fleas. Rashie discovers flames are contagious. They danced here and they skipped there, mapping gas pipes and stroking curtains. What busy bees they are! The groans of the guilty were indistinguishable from those of the collapsing beams. The café door’s lintel collapsed on the men beneath it. A wall evaporated into rubble. An arm without an owner thrust itself forward baroquely from a smog of particulates. A flaming veil trembled Saint Vitus’ dance. I had brought neurological mayhem to the street. I had turned smug morning into screaming night. M’sieu La Misère did something I didn’t know he knew how to do. He smiled. He nodded his head in approval at the display of improvised pyrotechnics. What a grand day it was turning out to be. I was accessing heaven.


‘Ça fait comme un mascaret.’


Rolls of black smoke were filling the street. I didn’t know what he was talking about.


He explained: a tidal bore. I’d never heard the word. Nor had I seen one. He described it.


It made me feel more than ever like a force of nature … the force of nature. With fortune on his side.


Anarchy is as ugly as it is necessary. I was strife. I was the smiler with the knife. Destruction whets the appetite for destruction, chaos for chaos, harm for harm, confusion for confusion. Bombs, bullets, stroungas, Semtex, Pentex, plastiques … these were my faithful friends.


The receptionist Nabila Dib’s loutish chain-smoking husband Samir and his loutish chain-smoking strabismic brother Houcine visited without warning in the early evening two days after the massacre in rue d’Isly. They were initially more courteous than she had been. They announced that they had come to see my parents, a discreet matter. My father was with a patient. My mother was due home soon. I offered to make them tea. They feigned surprise. Samir sort of winked. Houcine didn’t, couldn’t. Samir said he’d have a Suze. And Houcine? He’ll have the same. The smell, gentian and chemicals, repulsed me. They sat down, awaited my parents, talked urgently to each other in their crude, stupidly accented French. I fetched an ashtray.


They wanted to buy the house and surgery. My parents looked at each other with astonishment. They proposed a sum of 1,500 nouveaux francs. My parents burst out laughing. Samir and Houcine were affronted. It was a buyers’ market: did we not know? Such a sum was better than nothing. They threatened that the ever more numerous pecnauds slouching against the wall across the street brazenly coveting the house were sure to grow impatient. If the house was legally the Dibs’ they could guarantee our safety till we went back to our own country. My mother suggested they leave. Houcine removed his cigarette from his mouth and hawked copiously. Because of his wall-eyed aim it wasn’t clear which of us was the intended recipient: a glistening pat of the Ramalama’s lung butter landed on the floor.


The next day the surgery’s reinforced gate to the street was painted with the words SAL JUIF. My father had saved Samir’s son’s life.


The ‘French’ army was being strengthened. Squads of last week’s, last decade’s, terrorists, militarily vanquished terrorists, were now Judas’s allies. They were provided with uniforms and arms: most of their arms had been captured, hence the farrago at Gouraya. They demanded titles: senior FLN murderers insisted on being accorded the rank of at least colonel. Their impertinence was rewarded. Their fraudulent ‘legitimacy’ did not make them any less brutal. Now, today, if your genitals were sliced off and put in your mouth they were sliced off and put in your mouth by a French officer.


With so much extra manpower at its disposal a new tactic was being used. Barriers were erected to stop every vehicle on certain clusters of roads. Everyone mistrusted everyone else. So even police and military vehicles were checked, to the fury of their passengers. Changing sides had become a collective pathology. Identity papers had to be shown to illiterates who laboriously pored over them. The clusters of roads were changed daily. Sometimes a trap was set by not changing them. It caused traffic jams and uncertainty.


It was late afternoon when Bébé Biskarret and I left the fronton court at Parc d’Hydra. We had recently played every couple of weeks. We were sitting on a bench sweating and breathless, aching a bit, replaying points, pretending to kid with each other. Pretending … it was self-aggrandising bullying on his part. He was the better player and knew it. But then I was a novice. And he wasn’t that good. He had been playing since he could walk. That’s the Basque way, jai alai in mother’s milk. He had to boast because he had no aptitude for anything else. He boasted about the number of exams he had passed, the girls seduced, the operations prosecuted. He was difficult to believe. Did he believe that he was believed?


There was a roadblock at the rond-point. We were about to leave when an AML-90 armoured car arrived. The man standing in the turret was bearded, blond, dressed in combat fatigues and wearing a helmet at an angle that invited a shot to the forehead. He was immensely tall, over 1.98 metres. He could not disguise his height. Was this Joris Wymeersch? We each knew what the other was thinking. He sprung down like an athlete. We looked at each other. He was followed by his Indo-Chinese driver. Then after a brief moment a rangy albino Mordhund emerged from the turret to leap like a lion. That settled it. Bébé and I looked at each other. This, we told ourselves, is it.


He was soon issuing orders, strutting among the queuing vehicles. He scrutinised every driver, every passenger with suspicion, hoping to identify us – us, the enemies of the state. He was notoriously an adept of forged documents. Even if our forged documents are in order he might have a hunch, a flash of recognition. His base talents had not left him. The weapons-grade Mordhund was all sullen eagerness and aggressive sniffing, just waiting for the command. Wymeersch randomly ordered people out of their cars. He instructed soldiers to search vans. Once a milice …


After twenty minutes throwing his weight about he spoke intensely to the troop commander – evidently his junior – signalled to the driver, leapt back in the armoured car and departed in the direction he had come from. We ran to Bébé’s old Panhard Dyna van a hundred metres away on the far side of the park from the roadblock. The long traffic queue was in the opposite direction, making for the centre of the city. The road north was unusually clear. We duly caught up with the armoured car, easily distinguishable by a hastily applied patch of khaki paint intended to erase a graffito. We followed from a judicious distance descending Birmandreis’s zigzag roads, down the ravine past the old entrance to the mad Irishman’s grotto, through the (still) fine affluent quarters and beside the hippodrome. Then the decor changes: abruptly we were in a lost land of swarf, tar hills, crumbling silos, dump trucks with crawlers, windowless factories and sullen stevedores making their way home.


Wymeersch was heading out of the city. I was worried Bébé wouldn’t have enough petrol. Aucun souci. Wymeersch took the sandy coast road that Bébé claimed to know by heart. Over the girder bridge at l’Harrach, Fort-de-l’Eau, cabins, cars on wooden blocks, blinds, honeycombed brise-soleils, makeshift fences, marram grass, half-built houses, houses with absurd crenelations, listing bungalows with basketball nets attached to their facades, fishing boats pulled up on the beach, stretched nets between them, cracked concrete slipways. Then as the dog began to melt into the wolf we were thankful for the single tail light.


From the cliff road the outline of the city across the bay was exhilarating. It was as though we could touch it. For the moment … The lights were going on. They were as thrilling as fireworks. When Wymeersch reached Jean Bart he took boulevard Charles X then turned into the park of the former École Jules-Emile Jacquet, now requisitioned as a barracks. He waved to the sentries who saluted him. There were tricolours everywhere. Rolls of barbed wire everywhere. A dormered roof signalled the Heavy Hand of Hausmann’s Epigone as Tamara would teach me to say many years later. The building’s facade was long, symmetrical, austere but for the pairs of twisted columns that flanked the central doorway …


‘Where better to hide a leaf?’ said Bébé.


He had stopped across the road from the gate, twenty-five metres from the sentries.


‘Move … we do not hang about here. Bébé! Let’s get out of here. Just get going!’


Bébé looked hurt. He had the metabolism of the dead.


We – our crumbling Organisation – had no one on the inside at the makeshift barracks. The ‘soldiers’ there were not from here. With the exception of some former goumiers they were dupes, cannon fodder. Criminals, delinquents, given the choice between a military adventure or refusal of remission in their maisons de correction. Of course they chose the former. They were straight off the boat, with no local contacts, no idea of where they were, no conception of loyalty to the ideal of France rather than to the Usurper and his ‘certain idea of France’, which was that He Was France. An obviously vainglorious man then but also very stupid. The example of dead barbouzes had been instructive. This brigade was denied contact with the outside world. Its letters, received and sent, were read. It was confined to barracks when not on duty. The less they were seen the more powerful the rumours that would inevitably attach to them. Whatever neighbours thought, they didn’t complain. They didn’t ask questions. They were reluctant to talk despite their dislike of this second wave of barbouzes, despite their disgust at the loud fraternisation with syphilitic keba prostitutes who were bussed in to squeal, to scream with pained delight at the love of their new liberators. Unmarked lorries came and went by night. Mobile houses of dolls.


The brigade’s name, Schlagergesselschaft, was Wymeersch’s coinage. No longer employed to smuggle arms to the FLN, which could now obtain them legitimately, he had found a new role for himself sanctioned, as ever, by the bastard Foccart, the man who slaveringly licks Judas Zohra’s turds from the Élysée floor. And creates phantom armies – which never existed.


That the FLN could help themselves to a French arsenal after the ceasefire shows just how profoundly committed it was to that treaty. Not only did French troops fire on us. So too, with impunity, did the castrating, throat-slitting rapists equipped with French ordnance and kit including condoms issued by the Service de Santé des Armées.


Bébé drove from the Schlagergesselschaft barracks to the cove where we had dived from the rocks when we were children in paradise.


For old times’ sake we walked along the shore, our shore, clambering over rocks, our rocks.


For half an hour we were two old men remembering, reminiscing. We were already nostalgic for là-bas even though we were still là-bas and the sea was rotting. We were longing for our lost home before we had lost it. We were anticipating the dispossession we soon would suffer. It seemed that for Bébé there would be nothing after loss. He couldn’t understand that he would have to remake himself or perish.


A blind shepherd had brought his frail flock to graze on a patch of sandy mud and beachgrass. The expiring creatures’ ribs were visible.


We went back to the van. We had driven for no more than half a minute when, to our astonishment, we saw Wymeersch.


He was now in mufti, walking briskly along the haphazardly illumined road in the direction we had come from. There he was, in plain sight with the albino Mordhund on its leash. I cursed myself for not being armed. Bébé cursed himself too but not so much as me. Cowardly avoidance of risk was his rule. Hence his instruction to dispose of the little Egyptian friend from Parc Guerland. Hence no weapons in the car save when operational.


He slowed. Where the road widened in front of Café Beau Rivage he attempted to turn the Panhard Dyna through 180 degrees, as unobtrusively as he might manage, difficult given the vehicle’s unwieldy lock and the reverse gear’s stiffness. We had attracted the attention of a fat man clearing cups from the café’s terrace. I urged Bébé to hurry. But his metabolism! So sluggish. He wins at pelota not because he is quick but because he is crafty. I was staring over this shoulder then that shoulder to see where Wymeersch went. But by the time Bébé had completed what proved to be a five-point turn Wymeersch was nowhere to be seen.


We sat in silence. We had been so close to having him in our grasp. Bébé banged his head on the steering wheel.


‘Well,’ I said at last, after reflection, ‘we didn’t have the tools anyway. I’m thirsty.’


Apart from the fat man, the proprietor, the café was deserted. Like every PMU café it was all brimming ashtrays and ripped-up betting slips, crumpled hopes. He twitched when we entered. Our presence made him nervous. His face was tripe colour. I asked for a menthe à l’eau. He reacted as though he had never heard of it. The back of his head was visible in the mirror behind the bar. There was a crimson volcano of subcutaneous cyst on his neck. It disgusted me. He overfilled Bébé’s pression glass. He spilled a little bowl of peanuts on the bar. He looked at us as though we were a visitation he didn’t know how to deal with. Who did he think we were? I think we were a visitation.


He seemed to gather himself from the bits … He leaned across the bar. So close I could see longanisse crumbs and cheese filaments between his yellow teeth with brown piping, so close I could smell the fat of his breasts melting into his nylon shirt. The gap between his eyes was so insufficient that he was near monocular, an apprentice cyclops.


His accent was pataouète: ‘You have the wrong car for the job … Five, avenue des Albizias. Now get out! Out … And do not come back.’


I reached for my wallet.


He held up his palms and shook his head slowly: ‘On the house … I won’t be coming to your funeral.’


I felt so much like a man who stands firm against his race’s oppressor.


If this long chapter of my life should end in heaven, so be it.


We were not Delta. We were hidden. We were fighting for our lives along with Degueldre, but not beside him. We had little support in the field. But we were silent, swift, sly. Men in the crowd. We struck when we wanted where we wanted … Where – there was no question of definitive intervention against Wymeersch anywhere but 5 avenue des Albizias or the 400 metres between there and the former École Jules-Emile Jacquet building. Did he live there? Was he visiting? How often?


We had the house’s address. That was enough. That was the gen. That was the griff. That was all that was needed. It was not hard to remember. The rest was fieldcraft, cunning and a couple of sleeping bags.


In those days all Lambrettas looked the same, two-tone, burgundy and cream. Do you know how easy it is to hotwire one? Easier even than a Vespa. And I needed a vehicle that was quicker than my chugging Moby. I requisitioned one from rue du Hamma opposite the Opera. We struggled to lift it into the back of the van. Our arms were hidden beneath the front seats. Two machine pistols and a mortar, not the tool for this job, an absurd weapon for Bébé to have chosen. I said nothing. We guessed that if we were stopped it would be the back of the van that would be searched.


We got to Jean Bart without encountering a roadblock.


Avenue des Albizias was an unmetalled road of flat roof houses. The abundant trees in the gardens were twisted in agony. There were no streetlights. Number five was the third on the right, at least seventy-five metres from the corner. There was a high wall to the road, a pedestrian door and a garage door. The sandy ‘pavements’ were separated from the sandy roadway by lines of scrubby grass. The parallel road, avenue des Hortensias, was less developed. Wymeersch’s house backed onto a plot where foundations had been laid, trenches dug, pipes stacked up – and construction abandoned sine die so that sugar canes could take root. There were by now throughout the suburbs thousands of such sites of flourishing vegetation and gloomy premonitions. There were, too, thousands of white, cubistic houses such as Wymeersch’s. His was unusual only in that it was three storeys rather than two. There was a roof terrace with a sunshade. Much of the house lower down was, like the front, obscured by trees lopsided as amputees, shrubs and a purposeful-looking wall.


Across the Cap Matifou road from the junction with avenue des Albizias there was a scrapland place where insensate, purposeless, oblivious kids skipped school, smoked hashish, drank beer, wasted their lives talking about film stars and yé-yé. They skidded their Solexes and Vespas and pushbikes between oil drums, oil puddles, piles of tyres, makeshift chicanes. We were invisible among them.


A bob-haired girl of my age asked me if I was a fan of Les Rafales. I said I wasn’t sure but would reflect on it. She twisted her hair. Would I like one of her cigarettes? I declined. When I smoked I smoked Royale Gout Maryland. Brown tobacco made me cough: I didn’t want to be an old man with phlegm in its whiskers. Her name was Marie-Yvonne. She was, I suppose, pretty and downy-skinned but unwashed. What about Bobby Fitoussi’s ‘Chemin du Rock?’ Great tune don’t you think? Where do you make your communion? I was non-committal but I kept talking about this and that like any other wastrel not taking responsibility to shape the future, not creating his and his people’s destiny, just whiling away the time till it was time to go. I wanted them to get used to my presence. They were my camouflage. There was nowhere else to loiter. Boredom and resultant lack of alertness was our enemy. Bébé’s concentration was partial. He kept changing radio stations. He made several visits on foot to a mobile friterie where they must have fried in engine oil. He wanted to move the van. I repeatedly told him this was the only place whose shadows and shrubs provided the watcher with cover. I tried to make friends with the bloody-eyed feral cats.


At just the same time as the previous evening Wymeersch strode breezily from boulevard Charles X with the albino Mordhund on a long leash threatening plants, fences, roots, stones, fallen telephone wires. His proud master might even have been humming to himself. Not a care in the world. Yet.


It was not part of my plan that my requisitioned Lambretta’s ignition should fail.


By the time I’d rewired it and reached the corner of avenue des Albizias, Wymeersch, without bothering to look about him, was confidently unlocking the pedestrian gate. Bougainvillea boas spilled over the high wall on either side of it. He was too distant for me to attempt a shot. And the Lambretta’s motor uttered a yelp of pain, quit this life. I pushed it back across the road and abandoned the wretched thing. I had requisitioned without diligence. Yoni culpa.


What I had learnt was that Wymeersch’s avoidance of risk seemed to have deserted him in the illusory safety of this suburb.


Not perhaps, then, as smart as Bébé had assumed. But then Bébé believed everyone was as inertly cautious as he was.


He was sitting in the driver’s seat despondently pushing slices of salted calentica into his mouth.


He sprayed me with batter shrapnel as I got in beside him. He pointed a greasy finger at me. He reckoned this was a mission for Delta. He was going back to where he might be useful … He offered me the van if I really wanted to stay. I could keep it for the moment. It might get picked up. It was stolen. Did he think that I didn’t know? Le gougnafier …


He had three times more chins than I had. He was three years my senior and old enough then to underestimate me, to feel he had the right to patronise me. He advised me to ‘face facts’. Wymeersch was a big cheese, too big for us (he meant too big for him, for Bébé). When I wasn’t facing facts I should be considering that he was such a big big cheese that … only one of Degueldre’s Delta commando squads could achieve constructive perfection. I was, he accused, insulting Degueldre (whom I had never met. I looked up to him – but he was a soldier and this did not demand a martial resolution. It demanded quiet cunning.).


Bébé couldn’t see that we had every advantage over the quarry who doesn’t know he is quarry, who has let his guard down, who takes the same route every night, who is comfortable, complacent, careless, a sitting duck …


Bébé insisted that two nights is not a pattern. He held up two even greasier fingers as an insulting aid to my numeracy. Two, in his opinion, proved nothing.


This occurred to me: when he had told me with such certainty how to help my first love over the line – fire diagonally, entry above the left eye, exit behind the right ear – he had, maybe, not based his advice on first-hand field experience but on something he had read in the manuals he self-importantly quoted, Theory and Practice of Counter-Insurgency, Intelligence Resources: A User’s Guide, that sort of thing.


Les Cars Chausson ran a reliable service no matter what terror they had to navigate. We were near the start of route 23. The reluctant assassin handed me his pistol. He was looking forward to his mother’s mechoui. He leeringly, conspiratorially, wished me good luck with la p’tite nana. He told me in lubricious detail what he would do with her if he had the chance. He was grosser than ever. He set off across another abandoned building site towards the bus stop.


He was beside two high piles of wooden scaffolding planks when he turned abruptly. He was evidently puzzled that I should be following him. Alea jacta est. Maybe he understood. My already bruised hand stung. I never saw him again.


Did you ever laze on a quayside watching boats at work, breathing in the grating scent of their outboards’ fuel, listening to screaming gulls and strumming halyards, eating churros and drinking chocolate then setting out to exact vengeance on behalf of your people, your land, your history? On behalf of probity and of all that is ethically beyond doubt. The sugar, heat, crispness, oil, dense unctuousness give you strength. They are weapons.


I knew this was going to be my day. I knew because of probability, because of discerning a behaviour pattern, because you get hunches when patterns are repeated till they are the rule and they take control. It’s like when riding a bicycle or swimming becomes first nature, no longer something that had to be learnt. From the van I observed 5 avenue des Albizias throughout the day.


My concentration and high purpose watchfulness were not hampered by Marie-Yvonne twisting her hair, asking questions: why do you sleep in a van … do you have a home … where do you make your communion (again) … have you had a girl yet … can you sail … do you play canasta … are you an orphan … why is your hand so bruised … what are you doing here … do you know what an alpaca is … have you been to Paris …?


She did not insist on answers. She might have been talking to herself.


What was she doing here? Her ‘friends’ seemed hardly to know her. They didn’t look out for her. They came and went. Fine. Most people would consider two teenagers in a van natural. The way of the adolescent world. Just enough privacy. Second nature, though not my second nature.


I was working on the disposition of the house to the road, and a vehicle on the road’s relationship to the house.


There was activity in the target zone. I held up an important arm to mute her. A Jeep camouflaged for operations in another climate, say the lush green Ardennes on geography classroom posters, turned into avenue des Albizias and stopped outside no. 5. The vehicle was a boast. A token of hubris and ostentation. Wymeersch and the Mordhund jumped out. The driver handed him a tan and navy couturier’s bag wrapped with a tan and navy striped ribbon. He appeared to joke with the driver, tapped him on the shoulder in a jocular male way then went through the pedestrian gate.


I replayed the couturier’s bag over and over. I read the situation. I depth-focused it the way Madame Ortéga-Nagy would. I imaged it. The bag might as well have been a semaphore.


I asked Marie-Yvonne whether she could drive. I turned from the driver’s seat to where, to my disgust, she sat on my sleeping bag painting her toenails.


She was indignant that I should ask. Of course she could drive. Her brother let her drive their father’s car when she was nine years old. She offered to show me.


She needed a cushion to lift her high enough to see through the windshield. I told her to take whatever route she wished. We went towards Ain-Taya. She drove well enough for what was needed.


I shouted instructions to test her responses. Then put her at her ease, encouraging her to relax, lulling. Which she didn’t. When I suddenly screamed at her to turn round as quick as she could she reacted smartly. A straight stretch of road past the lizard-infested ruins, palms on one side, the sugar refinery’s towering silos on the other. She did a handbrake turn. The van tilted perilously. A lorry driver, forced to brake, yelled at her. The smell of burning rubber excited my nose. The scene alarmed two idle kerbside bleds selling gourds. They wore the newly common expression that said we are in control now. Ha! What seeds of delusion are sown by Ramalama and his prophet son the kiddy-fiddling warrior rapist.


She asked me if I was an orphan. She said that she was – probably. She spoke calmly. She slowed the car. Pulled off the highway. She twisted her hair. She pointed to a sprawling building just visible among cypresses and cedars high up a slope the other side of a crumbling wall. It was, she said, her family’s house. She was scared to return to it. She was staying with a neighbour whom she disliked. It was almost as bad as being alone with ghosts who had only silhouettes. Their faces disappeared when they turned in unison towards her screaming.


Her brother was a probationary teacher in Ghardaïa. The Ligne de Hoggar bus that he was travelling home on had disappeared. Her parents had set out to find him. There had been no word from any of them. It was ten and a half days since her parents went. She was holding back tears.


I realised I should be feeling sorry for her, making a demonstrative show of sympathy. I thought about holding her hand but on practical reflection decided against it because I would have nowhere to wash after. Furthermore it is a drably conventional gesture that means nothing. Which I believed she would understand.


Did I want to see the house? To see her room? She would be OK in the house with me there. I feared her dependence. She had work to do for me. I was determined that we should get back as soon as possible now she had proved her driving to my satisfaction. I told her my job demanded it. She was taken aback by my professionalism. She drove the van like she was driving a sports car. She told me that I was the only person who had been kind to her for ten and a half days. We returned to the scrapland to wait and wait and wait. And talk. The more she talked the less likely she was to lose concentration.


She said: I like what boys want to do with me … it’s wonderful feeling for me … I don’t care that for them it’s only so they can go boast … go tell their friends what they did like it’s a competitive arena … officially I only meet ten or twelve boys but there are always the others just hanging around the bushes watching or snooping in the house – I used to find this activity area troubling … but I’m OK now with it … I make my confession … you know Yoni you’re different … I see you don’t want to be with me … I ask myself is that because you are you are Jew … I can tell … no worries, I’m not minding Jew. Enrico Macias is Jew.


That was generous, that not minding, that was gracious. I should have been indignant, racially slurred. Instead I had to hold back laughter. Besides, I didn’t want to carelessly reproach her so that she’d be antagonised and uncooperative. She was essential to my strategy now Bébé was no more.


She said: I want to get married so I can have all the time in the world with a boy being with me with god’s blessing … all the time in the world. I am unblessed till then. My wedding dress will be white for purity. You could marry me if you want … I will be a virgin for you … I’ll be a virgin again when I marry. My hymen will be reconstructed for you by the famous Doctor Spencer Prestige – my father was in medical school with him …


Remember! We were in an airless van surrounded by broken plasterboard, glass daggers, ripped mattresses and splintered window frames watching for the man I was going to help along the way … and an increasingly infantile adolescent was suggesting I marry her … She must have been mad with distress, a common fate in the country that has just been forced to commit assisted suicide, that has just been visited by the League of Endless Sleep.


My parents, she went on, my parents … also I want to get married … because … my parents and brother are missing … what if the worst … they could be murdered … they could be … I need someone to live in the house with me … I’ll observe your thing – shabbat. I promise. Her eyes pleaded with me.


I lied. I told her that we shall see, that I needed time to reflect, that first she must accompany me, must drive me to my task. I lied on behalf of my people. I lied because I lacked what we are taught is a natural instinct – to pair, to bond, to physically exhibit generative disparities, to relish their union – was not natural instinct to me. It was alien to me. I was sensitive to the ubiquity of the products of that exhibition and union: humans, millions of ‘fellow’ humans. Though fellowship is frailty based on the delusion that two are twice as strong as one. They are not, they are both diminished by a half. Teams are where the weak hide. Humans are animals, everywhere begot by animal behaviour, everywhere vectoring animal diseases. Incontinent and savage brutes. See how kebas reproduce, see how they obey without question, obey without thought because obedience is the enemy of thought, it replaces thought with dogma before thought’s germ can assert itself. These are examples of natural behaviour, programmed habits, authentic mores that can be suppressed only by education, learning and definitive intervention.


I was right. I knew it. Visualisation had told me Wymeersch would appear with a woman dressed in her birthday present. I didn’t know that it would be a pencil skirt and matching bolero with raglan sleeves that didn’t reach the wrists. The fabric appeared in the distance in the fading light to be blue-green shantung, petrol in a puddle. Chic. Not to be despoiled. She waited beside the pedestrian door while he went to the garage. The Mordhund’s tongue drooped.


Wymeersch reversed an open-top pink Caravelle from the garage. Where you’re going your past will be there to greet you when you arrive.


Go go go, I said to Marie-Yvonne. Foot down, screaming tyres – then two sugar tankers lumbered ponderously in front of us. They precluded our advance, they hid the target. She braked so hard I was thrown forward against the dash. The sense of opportunity lost urged me on. I told her to follow them. That sports car was quicker than a van aspiring to be a sports car. It headed towards La Pérouse, two human silhouettes with the dog between them. When we arrived they were nowhere to be seen but the Caravelle was parked across the street from Les Ondines, the blowsiest of our city’s streamlined venues. Partout on mange, mais aux Ondines on dîne. A place where the oblivious whiled away what they failed to realise were their last days. Oysters and cha cha cha – that’s how civilisation ends.


We drove past slowly but not too slowly, turned and drove back. As I expected I couldn’t see them from the van. It was an inappropriate vehicle, a giveaway, so shabby it might have been designed to be noticed at such a place. I told Marie-Yvonne to keep the engine running. The Skorpion machine pistol was too large to fully fit in a pocket. That’s where I put the extra magazine. I had to get out of the van holding the pistol. Only then could I snag it in my belt inside my charcoal and white houndstooth jacket. I wore heavy wrap-round dark glasses, a black scarf and what my mother called my Apache cap. I was embarrassed by how young I was. I felt I would stand out, this was not a place for people of my age. They were still dancing the cha cha cha after all. That was my only fear … no, not fear, worry. Worry that I and the van would attract attention before I had time to terminate disinfection. Aproned waiters abounded. True to their calling, they failed to observe anyone trying to catch their eye let alone a figure of justice who sought invisibility. I walked past the bar, past a band of etiolated porkers in tight tuxedos setting up its instruments beside the small dance floor. The main restaurant. An all-glass wall overlooking the beach and bay. On the other side a mural of a gruesomely bloated female sea monster, a sort of Madame Ortéga-Nagy with mother of pearl scales, conjunctivitis and scores of tentacles, each ending in a mouthful of pointed teeth, wrapped about a youth clutching a trident. Circular blue neon strip lights shone down on blue leatherette banquettes and a blue and gold tessellated floor. Money had been spent to make it look cheap.


Three-quarters of the tables were occupied yet it was quiet. A particular heavy hush as if it were forbidden to raise your voice. The tension of those days was palpable. People drank in search of oblivion. Hoping to shut out the nightmare that could never end. Whispering, vinegary faces, everyone on the qui vive, waiting for the unknown, in limbo. Without letting on to themselves, not knowing what was going to be, trying to believe that despite years of attrition and the great betrayal and the sudden jolt of the massacre in rue d’Isly they still had a future in our land. I was going to feign searching for someone, some group. I realised I need not bother given the self-preoccupation of the diners. Of course I was looking for someone. It didn’t need to be advertised. The end of the room was open to a terrace, wedge-shaped because of a flight of stairs cut in the rocks down to the beach.


I strolled towards it.


My quarry, from close to, two metres away, was the very picture – a caricature even – of the leathery blond Nordic type that believes it should rule the world, that is so entitled to gas and garotte due to its proud mythical heredity. From the corner of my eye as I gaped about me I saw him glance at me. Nothing about me alerted him, he continued talking. He felt no frisson. Nor did the dog, slumped beside him, panting. The woman was elegant. The corners of her mouth were severely downturned. Her face proclaimed her unworthiness. The three creatures were posed on a banquette, staring out to sea. They were side by side by side, their left side to me, lit by blue light. They had not even ordered an apero. They would not have the chance to.


He was obscured. The woman and the dog between him and me. I glanced at my watch, I was feigning now, shaking my head at my imaginary friend’s lateness. I turned towards the muralled wall to pull the pistol from my belt unobserved. I held it under my jacket. As I raised it and fired she leaned forward to pick a snack from a bowl on the table. I shot her. Brain and bone and blood and toasted chickpeas struck his astonished face. I had time to take in the frozen tableau before I fired again. The pink-eyed dog was sniffing the air. The woman was sprawled across the dog’s flank. Wymeersch was in the act of reaching in his jacket. I fired again. I was shooting him on behalf of all his victims. The shot’s blow hurled him from the banquette. Up, up, high – then down. He fell trying to clutch his throat but not finding it. New decor: the woman was no longer on the dog but on Wymeersch’s hip. His head was somewhere beyond the far end of the banquette. I didn’t know where he was struck. His army-booted foot was on the table – how? I fired again. I fired again. He fired his pistol. Anywhere: he had already lost his mental discipline. Now his motor functions were fleeing. The world was tipped from under him. The spinning chaos of a shoot. The speed of it. Vortex angles when you are under fire and the space denounces gravity. A large pane of glass made an elegant bow as it tipped and turned into violently erupting shards. The albino Mordhund came arcing through the air to open up my left cheek. It took away part of my face. Its last memory of violence towards my people was making a window in my left cheek. The wound whose deathly white scar I still bear was inflicted by gleaming enhanced canines polished by its doting master, companion in murder. Its claws merely drew furrowed weals across my chest. I believe that is what happened. But I don’t know. Never will. I have often replayed it. The cascade of glycerine-thick slaver from its gums. The scar still stings, still prompts second glances. It is also a barometer. It tells me when rain is coming. My blood smeared the foul creature when I shot its chest. And it still attacked. And again I shot. This time the tautness abated. The table took its terrible weight. Here’s another metal gift for M. Joris Wymeersch. A gun had appeared in his left hand. Waving weakly beyond the woman’s body. His head would appear again from the floor beyond the banquette. It did appear, bemused and insulted at his nemesis’s impudence.


Nothing like this had ever happened to him before. Nothing like this would ever happen to him again. My aim was good. I made a hole in his face where his left eye had been all his life till that moment. His tongue rushed out of his mouth, curling, foaming pink spittle, wanting to call for help, failing. He disappeared behind his dead woman.


I was made of ice. I changed the magazine. I turned to regard the restaurant. These people’s fate was my choice. Faces of fear. With coordinated collectivity they fell to the floor, heads in hands.


It was Judex that sauntered through that silenced room. Judex, invincible harbinger of right. Protected by his aura. I was outside him …


He let off shots. Gentle warnings. Struck neon exploded in a storm. A nerveless walk, the longest walk – and he could not be touched. He had the power of life and death over these people. The clickclack of spent rounds bouncing like deadly hail in the aftermath of a report. That’s music. And he walked tall so no one would dare impede him. Walked forwards, walked backwards, the pistol’s wire stock now against his shoulder, now at arm’s length. The threat of threat. They sheltered on the floor, clutching, clinging together, hugging. They were five-backed beasts evacuating shit and humiliation. The room stank of unprocessed seafood. Treyf. Some, believing themselves invisible beneath tables and cowering, held up napkins, waved them as white flags. A defeatist puppet show. They knew the score – it’s what they had done for years. Did they deserve the country they were not prepared to fight for? Which Judex was prepared to fight for? They couldn’t see.


Poor barman, bold barman. He was scrabbling for a weapon in a freezer cupboard behind the bar. Foolish barman. An exception in cowardice’s domain. He ought not to have risked it. A bevelled peach mirror turned into bloody shrapnel. He didn’t have what it takes to play at this level. Collateral … as no one said in those days. The smell of war was invigorating. It scrapes the nostrils. It’s a delicious rushing balm. Scorched blood and scalded bone. An intact pane of mirror told me my face was falling apart. I tore the telephone cord from the wall.


Marie-Yvonne drove calmly. Not recklessly. Not wanting to attract attention. I bled profusely. My grey giraffe collar shirt and black jeans were stained. Thankfully my jacket was untouched because I had worn a scarf. There was little pain but I needed a bandage, a suture, something. Maybe a rabies injection. Certainly a place to hide. I had to go to the mattresses.


There would soon be roadblocks everywhere. There was no question of getting back to the city unimpeded. I told her to go to her parents’ house. Past the scrapland, past the corner of avenue des Albizias, past the no. 23 bus stop, past the building site where a kettle of black sea-vultures (Coragyps tracheliotus) was gathering, circling, darkening the sky above the piles of scaffolding planks, awaiting their turn after the first sitting below had had its fill between fighting off the packs of pi-dogs. Once we were past Le Beau Rivage we were off the route between the Schlagergesselschaft’s barracks, where the multiple sirens were coming from, and La Pérouse, where they were speeding to. The less they shrieked the safer I was, for the moment. How long would that moment last?


She asked me who the man was that I had shot.


Off the main road, a sandy lane led through a tunnel of skewbald eucalypti picked out one by one by the headlights. The house was flash sprawl. Twenties Castanets-and-Mantilla style. Pantiles, palms, tall sculpted chimneys, galleries – make that romantic galleries. It recalled something I had never seen. A folly that belonged to an era of security and servants. I told her he wasn’t a man but an animal. An animal whose tribe would attempt to avenge its leader.


She drove the van into what looked like a carriage house. The roof was partly glazed. Birds nesting in the eaves scattered in panic. Their shit was everywhere. It was disgusting. There were old chairs on their sides, wardrobes, teetering columns of magazines, rusty harrows and hoes, rodents scurrying in crumbling blankets shitting their venom pellets. From the centre of a broken pane spread a web of cracks like scrambled runes. The wreck of a holed-hull motor boat rested on a towing trailer. She told me later: the building was originally a studio, designed for himself by the Australian artist Linsel Murly when he was paid unprecedentedly high fees for designing and making stained glass for the new churches programme initiated by Archbishop Combes and expanded by Archbishop Leynaud: Saint Francis Xavier, Sacré-Coeur d’Alger, Notre-Dame de l’Océan and Saint Augustin at Annaba. They resembled tabers and were intended to attract the barbarians, to persuade them to convert. Small chance. The age of moriscos was long past. It would not come by again. The well-meaning idiocy of these people!


While she dressed my wound I told her about Leynaud’s successor, the traitorous Archbishop, soon to be Cardinal, Léon-Etienne Mohammed Ben Duval, an ecumenicist fellow traveller of the FLN. He enjoyed his own god’s protection and Ramalama’s too. This Judas shit-slime escapes four attempts to hurry him up to heaven. His luckiest escape would be in Rome when a nicely prepared commando led by Jean de Brem is thwarted by a hailstorm. Ice golf balls were hurled from the sky. Maybe it was merely unprecedented weather. If it was divine intervention god was showing that he is biased in favour of his fellow paedophiles. With their visibility reduced, the shooters mistake police horses for cardinals.


Marie-Yvonne, concentrating on ministering me, misunderstood or misheard. She was impressed that I had been a member in de Brem’s commando. (I hadn’t.) She called me a hero. After she wiped my cheek with alcohol she applied the largest plaster she could find, she cut gauze exactly, she attempted to suture the wound with an adhesive bandage. The suture was crude. It wouldn’t last long.


I slumped on a chaise longue dizzy from fatigue, exhilarated by my affirmation of my vocation, itching, struggling to keep my head still, alive, all alive. I repeatedly told her that I must see a doctor. I was familiar from my father’s library with the effects of rabies. She went to another room to telephone a doctor who lived not far away. He could be trusted. He would come in thirty minutes. ‘When he has finished his puzzle.’


The once luxurious house was now run-down and unkempt. I feared the chaise longue harboured fleas or bedbugs. I swatted randomly. The floor was strewn with mangey pale pelts. The decoration was sleek, not as Hispanic as the exterior. Cracked Vitrolite, desiccated ‘classical’ marquetry curlingly unglued from its base, black marble. Foxed mirrors floor to ceiling doubled the room. It can hardly have changed since Linsel Murly transformed the harmless villa that had stood on the site. That was now indiscernible, buried beneath all the fol de rol extensions and bizarre caprices. There was a repetitive frieze of the horned piper Pan, a leering hunter chasing, catching, violating nymphs and well-fattened cherubs. The usual penetrative force and submissive reception. Bodies risking disease, dislocations and sciatica for momentary pleasure and the proliferation of this benighted species.


On a shelf of framed family photos I was surprised to see a familiar one of Doctor Ortéga-Nagy memorably dressed in baggy trousers and a lace-up shirt holding one handle of a sporting trophy, the other held by a rangy young man.


‘He’s a good friend of my father,’ she replied. ‘That’s my father. When he was young … I love going to his house … Madame always tells my fortune.’


There was a framed illustration on an easel, incomplete. Found abandoned and gnawed in Murly’s studio. Dazzling bright colours despite the conditions it had been kept in. A haggard, sweating, bad-tempered Jesus, crowned with barbed wire, suffering under the weight of the cross, was vindictively passing down a sentence on a handsome sleek raven-black-haired youth in a half-drawn tunic who has just jabbed him on his way with a richly ornamented stick.


In the top right corner a decorative lozenge in English, an exaggerated italic script, letters wrapped in ivy:




I shalt here remain –


Thou diest not till I come again.


Percy Bysshe Shelley





Her parents must be rich to own a house like this, I thought. She screwed up her face. They weren’t rich. They were desperate to show off with an unusual house. Competing with the Ortéga-Nagys. They had bought it because no one else wanted it. The price was absurdly low. It had remained empty for many years. It was infamous. People were scared. She hated it. It was haunted by its future inhabitants. Buildings’ histories are invitations to irreason. Linsel Murly and his complicated ‘family’ had absconded before they were detained. Algeria even then had been a place to flee.


The ‘doctor’ was not a doctor. He was a drunken veterinary surgeon, a foetid octogenarian. Alphonse-Blaise Roumieu reeked of brandy. His suit was sordid, shiny, sticky. He wore several matted cardigans and pyjamas beneath them. Marie-Yvonne kissed him fondly. His abnormally long fingers and ridged nails stroked her cheeks. He scrutinised me. His smile was a henge of scorched stumps.


He warned knowingly that I could be in grave trouble. Had I heard the news? he lisped insinuatingly. Had I heard the news?


He demanded 150 NF: he had come out at night, he was banned from driving.


I had heard the news. Marie-Yvonne, keen, went to search for money in her father’s study.


He smiled: he recognised me. I was the already notorious Alfasi, the baby of the Organisation.


He had heard all about me, how I was recruiting children even younger than me as messengers. (I resented being called a child.)


He told me that I armed them, bullied eight-year-olds to throw grenades indiscriminately in markets and on buses.


Yes … I was proud of my achievements – I had wanted to be a child soldier, I was too old. I was proud to give my juniors a chance, a life start in retaliation and fieldcraft. Kids like Jean-Pax. But I was alarmed that he knew anything about me.


Maybe he had guessed I was responsible for what Radio Alger, still in the hands of the Organisation, had just described as ‘a moral settling of scores and a warning that we strike where we want when we want’. I found a bottle of fig eau-de-vie. Placed it enticingly on a grand piano whose white paint had flaked. He began work when he had counted and pocketed the notes Marie-Yvonne handed him.


He stitched my cheek, ineptly, painfully, while telling me of his adventures as a yachtsman. I winced hard on a handkerchief. The scar is a souvenir of là-bas. It has greeted me, every me, every day of my life. I have lost count of the number of people who assume that I am an alumnus of Heidelberg University or a duellist. Let them believe what they will. I seldom explain that I am a lifetime pariah from là-bas, down there, which is where heaven was before it became hell and truly figuratively là-bas: I prefer to invent my provenance. A Jew moves.


He was equally clumsy administering the injection in my upper arm. The syringe was old worn electroplate. Ideal for sheep, goats, camels. He snapped a vial neck and poured its contents into it. The needle hurt. Sheep, goats, camels don’t know how to complain. He warned that I might be delirious for a while, dazed. I was. I was dizzy. My balance was not true. I felt I was stumbling even though I was standing still. I felt I was pushing through night, a dark dense liquid that left no trace of damp.


He asked Marie-Yvonne to entertain him as she used to. In those days oh in those days he took her on his little dinghy round bays and coves, past headlands. She did what he asked. She adored the sea, his beard, his oiled pullover. When it was done he drank and she sunbathed.


He reached for the eau-de-vie. He watched greedily as she danced to Gillian Hills’s lovely silly giggly ‘En Dansant Le Twist’. He turned to me with a lubricious grin, a proprietorial smirk. He claimed that she danced even better than this when she was little. Watch her dance on the boat, the Glasspar Del Mar. ‘Chien dans la Vitrine’ had been her favourite song. He had provided the barking sounds that echoed across the mute water. She had been like a performing bitch from the Cirque Fernando. That was the highest accolade he could grant.


She had been so trusting, so grateful for his applause, so comforted by his extra cuddles, so ready to help with his countless jigsaw puzzles showing scenes of the riverside life of a temperate country, his country, our country, where a boy might fish in peace seated on a willow stump with his stout wicker basket beside him.


Invented scenes that returned to me, that I dreamed of … with the Cirque Fernando’s tents parked beside a thick green river bridged by medieval arches. The opaque reedy still cool water where sly pike lurked, ambushing their offspring and eating them. Then there was already a pall of sticky haze. The raggedy troupers had set camp between the river and a drowsy orchard. The meadow was bright with cowslips and buttercups. There were tents with fringes and oriflammes, caravans and gaudy coaches.


When I woke I was hearing accordions, fiddles and harmonicas. I was no longer on the chaise longue. I was on a cold surface. Marie-Yvonne stood over me. She was naked. I found that problematic. I realised I had never knowingly seen a cowslip or a buttercup.


I looked around the room. I lifted my head from the tiled floor I was supine on. Laid out in dreamstate. Post-anaesthesia anyway. Doctor Roumieu was on the chaise longue. He seemed to be in a bit of trouble with his head. Hair matted with lots of blood … blood on the bolster, blood on a cushion, blood on a throw, blood on the rug. He was motionless, half over the side of the sofa. The disgusting decrepit creature had evacuated himself. His trousers were soaked, discolouring. His head was stoved in, not wholly holed but near.


‘Bonce blight’ as the English are wont to put it. Did I know that then? I did not.


I was still hallucinating? Was I?


‘What happened?’ I asked.


She looked at me like I was loufoque.


‘What happened?’ I asked again.


‘What happened …’ She shook her head disbelieving. Then, as to a child: ‘What do you mean what happened? You hit him. Don’t you remember … with the statue … you hit him with the statue.’


‘Statue. Statue?’ I felt I was missing something.


Where does time go when you are anaesthetised? It doesn’t go. Anaesthesia tells us that time isn’t, never was. It is to time what atheism is to theolatry. Time’s an invention: there is no definitive division of the indivisible – Lenin had a calendar, Stalin had another; the English rioted when eleven days were ‘stolen’; we French had ten decimal hours of a hundred decimal minutes and months whose names spell tyranny. Then there were the Aztecs, the Eskimos, the Parsis – each with their own time. The invention is meaningless. Time’s ineluctable progress is a delusion. Time doesn’t flow, water does – or is meant to. The order of clocktime collapses. Anaesthesia is a premonition of death, a free sample – please place your spoon in the bin provided after use. When you die the world itself dies with you. Look at it that way – it may be selfish but it’s comforting. No interior world, no exterior.


‘Statue, statue.’ Echoes from somewhere.


She pointed. On the floor lay a hefty metal figurine of what I learnt to call the If-It’s-African-Inspired-It-Must-Be-Good school of European self-hatred. There was blood on the face and body armour. Brass? Bronze? What? The material was concerning me more than the blood. When it all breaks down, when it all caves in around us we are strangers to ourselves, preoccupied by farfelus we never knew we carried within us.


I heard myself ask: ‘What’s it made of?’


When it all breaks down we are strangers to others too. She suddenly seemed much older. I think that was because she stood over me. She was accusatory in a way only the naked can be:


‘I liked being touched by him … he always touches me. That’s how we were. Ever since I was a kid he touches me – he was my special uncle type friend. You couldn’t understand. You wanted to protect me from him but I didn’t want to be protected from him, I just wanted to dance for him … he’s an old man, he’s got a mad screaming wife in Blida … she’s in a straitjacket half the time … I’m his treat. Not much of a life, is it … jigsaw after jigsaw … it’s good to have compassion … good to let him touch me if he wants … his little sister of charity, that’s what he called me.’


He had besmirched my night of triumph. I was a victor. I should have been celebrating. Joris Wymeersch was dead. Doctor Roumieu had contaminated a Satisfactory Outcome with sly intimations of blackmail, of informing on me, even though I was acting for him too. How did he expect to be treated by the conquering bougnous? His ingratitude was offensive. I congratulated my unconscious self on the judgement it had made. I hadn’t even been operational.


‘What are we going to do with him?’ she asked. ‘You can be a ruthless person, I can tell from your eyes – they don’t look real.’


My eyes are for sure startlingly liquid zircon. They startle even me.


‘What are you going to do? Do you want to touch me?’


I was astonished. Nothing could have been further from my mind. My face evidently showed that.


‘I helped you. You could …’


I thought of my father’s library, of Prynne Owen Prynne’s forbidden classic Milady Gleet’s Greeting to Pokey Jiggy-Boum. I considered her urchin friends. I feared that her generative organs were a hostel for pubic lice, burrowing, laying eggs, searching for fresh territories to invade. I recalled a hand-coloured photo of one malevolent beast so huge magnified it might have been found as a centrepiece at Pierrot Prince des Coquillages and equally in the pages of Malédictions. I imagined worse lay within.


She whined: ‘I’m so frightened … I’m alone … I can’t believe they will ever come back. I miss them so much … I miss their love. I want affection, love.’


She looked at me pleadingly.


Love – a meaningless word, I thought then, I think now. Showing affection by mixing salivas. Touching and hugging are means of vectoring rashes and buboes. Sharing … Why? These are things lower grades – subs, people from housing projects, unters, beurs – apparently experience in their sentimental incontinence. But for us higher humans it’s a learnt experience, a social rite, a programmed state that is expected of us at a certain stage of life. But conditioning can be resisted, unlearnt, ignored.


Then she began to cry. She was vulnerable. Her being was an open wound. She knelt beside me. I didn’t dislike her. Indeed she was kind, obedient, moderately attractive, not entirely stupid. She smelled warm and comforting. But I did not want to touch her. Nor did I want her to touch me. I summoned up a crisp asperity to tell her so. She didn’t challenge me. I made one concession.


The young women, not much older than Marie-Yvonne, who pout and strut and gaze – wantonly! insolently! – at the camera in Crevasse, Abricot Mousse, Cocotte, Hypoclito, Les Pipes d’Antan were undeniably arousing because they were unknowable, anonymous, impersonal, masked by a false name, never to be encountered. They inhabited a separate monochrome world where no touching was possible. No one ever leapt off a page: not from Atala and René nor, a long way distant, from Baby Fesses. I’ve kept sex that way, forever monochrome, forever anonymous. The only admissible touching was self-celebration.


I did not explain that I feared infection or infestation. Nor that kissing was as fraught with germ-threat as vaginal or anal sojourns. It would have been discourteous, ungentlemanly, to raise the matter of disease’s versatility.


We would lie together like the doting siblings Petr and Petra beneath the quilt of kindly doves’ feathers in the fairy tale. She was bemused but considered this acceptable. I also feared the possibility of Marie-Yvonne buffing up her button (the expression is from La Moustache Écossaise de Madame Gouine). Doctor Roumieu’s dead eyes watched us. They were the sort of eyes that tiresomely follow you round the room. Firing a small arm is more thrilling than contact. It sends a charge through you. I thought of exploding lorries, walls tumbling, death coming to greet the whore in Parc Guerland, fire’s dragon whoosh, the back of Bébé’s head, destruction’s eager crackle, the Sabena bag, Wymeersch’s surprise, la Grande Zohra swinging from a buckling gibbet.


It was a pleasing result after the jolt of my oblivioned engagement with Doctor Roumieu. I reprimanded myself for causing the old quack terminal offence without intending to. But he can’t have had much life left in him anyway. And I was exhilarated that he nosey-parkered from the other side, though without coitus there is no sadness to share, only mild desolation. We had crammed him into a cupboard with a vacuum cleaner, dusters, sponges, mop, bucket, brushes, bleach.


Tuesday, 3 April 1962


That was the day Zohra le Dégueulasse spoke of the Harkis as a ‘magma of good for nothing auxiliaries to be got rid of forthwith’, so condemning them, 150,000 soldiers of France, to certain death at the hands of his new friends of the FLN. Their families and even their villages would be murdered too.


It is not, however, for that act of presidential cowardice or statesmanlike cruelty that I remember that day. Black Tuesday.


‘Whatever are you wearing, Yoni?’ my mother laughed at Marie-Yvonne’s father’s suit, baggily cut for an apparently colour-blind man taller and bulkier than me. It embarrassed me to wear such clothes. It embarrassed me to wear his homburg hat. But wearing those clothes and dark glasses got us through the roadblocks in Doctor Roumieu’s reeking old Peugeot, now parked outside, an object of curiosity with the pecnauds.


‘And whatever have you done to your face?’


My mother had never seen me with a girl before. She was more curious about Marie-Yvonne than she was about my wound. She wasn’t sure what to do so I offered her a tisane. Then suggested she might like a dash of rum in it. Marie-Yvonne declined.


My mother asked rather flirtatiously: ‘Ah … has he been lecturing you then?’


This presumption of intimacy was embarrassing. I went to change into clean clothes. The house smelled different. It was full of packed boxes, tea chests, suitcases, trunks, bursting sacks you had to squeeze between. My bed was piled high with my clothes. My books and records were in boxes. The walls were mute maps of what had been pasted on them. The furniture, carpet, mirror and curtains would stay. No room for the bulk. The past was the past. Gone. This was no longer home. This was someone else’s house, a stranger’s. It would soon belong to the valiant thieves, the burnoosed parasites, the self-styled victims who are doomed to succeed. They transmute into victors. Hermit crabs squat in other species’ shells. They cannot change their preordained behaviour.


We can. We are lifetime pariahs. Forever the little people from là-bas, down there, deep down there, the people from the hell that once was heaven. Whatever we have, we have nothing to compare with what we lost. Lost! It was taken from us.


Caste exists in France. We were outcaste.


But we can change. We have changed.


Our possessions were too many for the car. My father had part-exchanged it for a Renault 1,000kg van. (I could have saved him the money and stolen it.) He had a ferry ticket, which he persistently inspected as though he couldn’t believe his eyes that he had won a lottery. He hadn’t. Towards the end of the two sweaty hours it took to finish loading it he asked me about Marie-Yvonne. I replied that her parents and brother were missing, that I would take her to some people who would look after her till her family returned, that I now needed to change clothes again.


He was on the point of making a man-to-man gesture to indicate that his smooth-skinned, newly scarred son was now a man but he looked into my deathly eyes and reconsidered. Instead he clapped me on the shoulder and reminded me of what my mother had said several times, that I must be ready to leave that evening at 21.00.


I went to my room, my former room, to change. My mother asked me to sort out my clothes. She couldn’t figure my delight in clothes, in the clothes that she had once worn. She didn’t understand my devoted appreciation of them nor that my pride in her depended on what she wore. To her they were no more than things to be worn then discarded. For me throwing away clothes is throwing away my skin’s memories. Divesting a part of myself. A denial of who I am, who I was. I wanted to keep everything I had ever worn. Here’s a grey and tan cotton jersey zip-front shirt from when I was six. Here’s a pair of black jeans with green stitching, a belt with a plastic buckle in the form of a Colt 45, chipped but still charged with tales. I dallied.


There was animation across the usually mute street. Doctor Roumieu’s twenty-five-year-old condemned slum on wheels was parked in front of the house. The Dib brothers had arrived to inspect it with disdain. They were granting themselves status. They were becoming discriminate. From now on only the best will do, only the most up to date. Two-tone paintwork and whitewall tyres.


The apparent elders of this ragged group from the bled were otherwise preoccupied. I watched as they capitulated at a rancorous discussion with the Dib brothers. Apart from when their voices were high-raised I couldn’t hear them. I didn’t need to. They were arguing over our house, our house, in public, without shame – they are absolved from shame by their submissive faith, obedience, precious destiny, bogus free will, lifelong mental imprisonment. They have evolving to do. Had Ramalama taken Europe, France would not have been enlightened. Nor would Scotland too. We’d still have been scraping our shit from our arses with our hands as these barbarians do during the festival of falnadath.


Bled gesticulates to town. Ragged peasant pecnauds outwitted by sly voyous trying to dress like babtous in market stall clothes and leatherette pickers. There was anxiety and mystification among the group. A reluctance, though, to join the squabble. The Dibs’ aggression was for sure not matched by the majority of the bemused group. The Dibs were braggart know-alls. They pointed at the house proprietorially. They pointed repeatedly. Bami stared at me, tried to frighten me. I laughed at him. He explained my insolence to Houchi who tried to stare: Ramalama the divine oculist had blessed the loutish creature with such wall eyes that he gaped anywhere but at me.


They shook their heads in disbelief with the pecnauds’ incomprehension, they feigned their own incomprehension at the pecnauds’ failure to understand this: you do not bring the ways of the bled to the town. There’s a different form in town, different rules apply. The Dibs were making up the drill as they went along. Houchi jabbed his cigarette in a wooden-legged cripple’s face. He incited no response. He was winning. He stroked Doctor Roumieu’s car.


‘I shall see you later.’


My mother advanced towards me arms spread wide. I blew a kiss at her rather than get involved in all that stuff.


I called to my father: ‘I won’t be late. Promise!’


He was in his surgery. He didn’t look up. He was preoccupied sorting through the drawer where he kept our passports, identity cards, insurance policies, bank details etc. He was putting files into his capacious leather medical bag.


A framed colour photograph of his yacht Le Wassermann lay on the floor beside it. I knew how much he would miss it. The ticket was in the back pocket of his trousers. He waved a hand in acknowledgement.


‘OK!’


Something fast and tiny sped by my eyes. I turned: nothing.


Because of the unprecedented febrility in the street we left the house by the back. I struggled with her big suitcase, Marie-Yvonne carried the smaller and her duffel bag. In those days everyone, infamously, had a suitcase.


‘Yoni, I knew you were coming! Marie-Yvonne …’ caressed Madame Ortéga-Nagy after she had opened the shrieking door, just, but before she saw us. Her little ruse was to pretend to have foreseen our unannounced arrival.


I had telephoned her to explain Marie-Yvonne’s predicament. Why, when she did have genuine predictive powers, did she undermine them by such triteness? She embraced Marie-Yvonne, wiping floury doughy hands on her. She repeated with me; I sort of ducked away. We went into the house.


Doctor Ortéga-Nagy speed-waddled down the corridor in flapping fur babouches like giant insects, thirty-centimetre-long jambon beurre in hand. He gripped it with his teeth, an aboriginal with a horizontal lip plate, so he could shake my hand vigorously, clasping my wrist too, then ruffling my hair no matter of my loathing for his fat maggot fingers wriggling and the bread crust scratching my scar. He took a bite. He put his arm about my shoulders, pulled me to him with comradely gripping vigour so I could feel the mighty firmness of the belly that hung to his knees too, a dilated third waltzer. He belched roaringly.


‘You showed him the door, you showed Wymeersch the door. You guided him to the exit. He volunteered for early retirement eh!’


He laughed and attempted a whirl, he danced a little jig. Not for long – breath shortage. Not high either – his body weight prevented him getting his feet more than two centimetres off the floor. Parquet squeaked.


‘You know where Biskarret is, by the way? Biskarret!’


Bébé’s surname was a source of amusement to him.


It was less than twenty-four hours ago, an active twenty-four hours.


‘He … ah … how to put it … he didn’t want to be part of it … took a bus home … too risky he thought …’


He barked: ‘What!! … ay ay ay … yellow streak? I knew it. Yes. Yellow streak.’


‘I wouldn’t say that.’


‘You are a generous comrade, Yoni. A loyal soldier … I’m going to have to speak to him.’


Madame Ortéga-Nagy beamed. It might have been a prize-giving. And I was cast to behave as the winning pony of the gymkhana? I felt I was treated that way. My suspicion was, again, that for Doctor Ortéga-Nagy the struggle for our country was a game, maybe an entrepreneurial opening, for sure a money-making scheme. Some moments I compared him in my mind to la Grande Zohra. Look at me – valiantly leading the resistance to the German invasion, to rape and desecration of our country from the cosy comforts of London. Not front line. No. No going anywhere near there.


I went with him into his office. The doors to the laboratory were open. The immortality factory. The Mycologist was perched on a stool at a bench releasing colourless drops from a pipette onto a dissected mauve fungus. His neck brace was filthier than ever. He glanced at me, vaguely hostile. He found the mushroom’s stipe more interesting.


Doctor Ortéga-Nagy grinned: ‘So Yoni – you got the girl. The good guy gets the girl. Like in the Wild West movie.’


I ignored him: ‘She needs somewhere to stay.’


He leered: ‘She’s a versatile little thing … I used to dandle her on my knee …’


That was an improbability of mechanics. And when did he last see his knees?


‘Be nice to have her around the house …’


Something suddenly gripped my right thigh, tightly, momentarily. Not from within. Not cramp. I stared at my thigh as though it might explain.


Madame Ortéga-Nagy repeated what she had done so many times before. She draped her greasy tassel shawl over her thinning pate and pulled it down over her face to gaze into the future: ‘the infinite path before us’. Her predictions were usually persuasive for the very reason that they were hesitantly expressed, diffident, mined from deep.


That day was an exception. She did not hesitate. Her voice was parade-ground harsh, unspeculative. She gripped a Paris-Brest so firmly that the cream squeezed onto her hands without her noticing. The walls closed in. The dark shelves threatened to hurl down leather books, the top-heavy armoires to collapse on us from their great height. She had turned a spritely afternoon into ominous evening with shutters, blinds, curtains, a burgundy arras, incense.


She spat words: ‘Ghosts cast no shadows … that is how … how we recognise ghosts … walking among us … ghosts … I am immersed in the quiddity of existence … in prescience of the immediate … of now … of this minute. What is this dob … dob? You must go, Yoni … you must go to your parents’ side! You must protect them. Go!’


I didn’t stop to consider she might be wrongly interpreting whatever it was she read or heard or felt down her fubsy backbone or saw fleeting by. She was speaking the words in a melodrama. Pure corn. But her horror was manifest. It was unprecedented. It was not imagined, it was actual.


‘Go! Flingue! Right now!’


Doctor Ortéga-Nagy stumbled about, catching his feet under a rug, spilling roast chickpeas from a bowl. He returned with a machine pistol and a brace of grenades.


‘If you could wait,’ he began, ‘I shall fetch—’


‘Go, Yoni. Just go!’ She was calm.


I dashed, as a rescuing hero in an Aubrey Quested tale would dash. Hopskipping two at a time down the long exterior staircase to avenue Père de Foucauld.


I had descended all but the last few when I realised that Marie-Yvonne had followed me.


‘Please fuck off.’


‘I will not,’ she said. She did not add ‘Whither thou goest I will go’ but might as well have done.


Where was I going? I was turning a dream (of freedom, democracy, our independence, our rights) into actuality. Over me beat invisible wings. I was giving myth roots.


She bounded, bounced along in tennis shoes. We ran. We stumbled. We sweated. I fell. My feet pummelled. My brain beat in time with them. My city. Which was being taken from me. Where I was born. Why was I destined to have been born here? My city by chance … City of hills that I loved. City of cypresses and hatred. City of shame. City of bad faith. City of broken promises, broken paving stones: I tripped and slipped and stubbed my feet and turned my ankles and grazed my palms.


I knew what I was going to find. I knew I would be too late to save them. Why, then, rush towards a disaster already done?


Marie-Yvonne stood beside me convulsed with sobs. She pulled at her hair, twisted it sharply. I sensed she was going to touch me out of sympathy or consolation – I turned to look sharply at her.


Ramalamaleth 56.60: We have ordained death among you and we are not to be overcome.


Ramalamaleth 18.100: We will bring forth hell, exposed to view, we shall present Gehenna before the unbelievers.


The superstitious barbarians from the dark ages had indeed brought forth hell. They had mutilated my parents’ bodies so they wouldn’t be haunted by them. There are some things a son ought never to see. My mother’s right breast was so deeply hacked the lobules were apparent. The malign abstraction of a death dauber. My father’s throat had been cut, his eyes stabbed. These hatefully inflicted wounds and the incisions to their face and forehead were tokenistic, symbolic. The actual cause of death was obviously being shot several times from several ranges. I wonder why my father had changed into a navy gingham shirt that really hadn’t suited him.


There’s no disguising an amateur execution. Unforgivably chaotic. Crude murderous grinchards taking a mallet to delicate machinery. It was a relief the mutilations were posthumous. Both my parents had derided the afterlife as a preposterous hope of ignorant ages. There was no excuse for believing that sort of nonsense now. They took pity on believers in supernatural frivolity with their bearded bigots in the sky and mass catering miracle workers (Ramalama and Jesus were both at it).


Once dead they would not have known what was happening to them. My mother’s left arm was reaching out for my sprawled father, failing pathetically to reach him. The house I had lived in all my life was transformed into an abattoir. It was reduced to a stage for death. Charnel decor. The walls of the empty rooms were blood spattered. Golgotha-red and sticky. Drying to ancient rust. Bloodied parquet. Bloodied ceiling. The blood that made me, the blood I share. I had only been away for three hours. Here were no ghosts to cast no shadows. I would have said a prayer had I known how. I had never said a prayer. The lifelong non-smoker’s last wish before the gallows is a cigarette.


Our god – our good fortune whoever, wherever it was – had deserted us. While Ramalama – the genocide of genocides, he puts Hitler to shame, he bests Stalin – is thriving. And my parents won’t rise from the grave to exact revenge, to destroy the djellaba’d bastard with a beard. That was for me to do. That was their legacy to me. That was already my calling. To hasten bougnous off the cliff at the edge of the world. (Which is flat according to that almanac of ignorance the Ramalamaleth.) My throat clenched. I was frozen. I might have been skinned by an eskimo. I might have tumbled in frozen cacti. My skin was stung by tiny iced barbs. Unearthly cold. My revenge would not be cold. I was seeing with utmost clarity.


My parents’ decision had been that we should take only things that could not be replaced. Impersonal matter, as my mother had put it.


Yet nothing now seemed impersonal: the notepad attached to a cracked china chicken she wrote shopping lists on, the stub of pencil she wrote them with, a white phone that I ripped from the wall, the simple plates we had eaten from, the table we had eaten at, the ugly veneered television whose transmissions they had derided, the bedding they slept under, their old clothes and tired shoes (but not mine), a gaudy bedside lamp shaped like a conch by whose light she read me tales in a voice that suggested she didn’t quite believe them (Perrault, La Fontaine). I did believe them. I still do.


These valueless gewgaws suddenly took value. Bits and pieces got cohered themselves. I was surrounded by memento mori. It was not just my too trusting parents who incarnated death, it was every object, every grain of dust, every worn kitchen tool and scrap of fabric drawing-pinned to a wall – why? For some distant forgotten domestic purpose. Marie-Yvonne quit trying to comfort me bodily. She got the message. The last thing I needed in such circumstances was physical proximity, corporeal contact, that stuff.


The loaded van, parked in the surgery’s back yard, had been rifled through. Not surprising that little had been taken. The leather medical bag was where I had put it earlier between the front seats. My parents had been frugal intellectual people whose books did not appeal to hardly literate murderers. It was the house that was the prize.


The pecnaud tribe had disappeared to prey on safer pickings. There was nothing to indicate they had ever been there. No rubbish, no junk. For sure, gunfire so close to them in the house will have alarmed them. But gunfire was the sound of the city that they must have got used to over the past few weeks. Patience had not been rewarded.


They will obviously have been sent on their way by my home’s new ‘owners’. The Dibs had scored a victory. Their victory would be short-lived. It was an easy victory: my parents did not have small arms. They had no weapons at all.


Marie-Yvonne’s sobbing distracted me. I was not ready to mourn yet. Mourning does not undo the finality of its muted object. It is not reciprocated. So it can be postponed. It was postponed while I figured out what to do, how to respond – the scent of revenge is as beguiling as that of mechoui turning on a spit. The horror, the bafflement, the loss, the newfound state of orphanhood must be assuaged by justice, by the implementation of righteous hatred.


Sooner rather than later the Dibs would return, revelling in their theft, unlocking the front door, turning proudly to usher in their happy laughing burbling clucking brood of future killers who were going on holiday forever at someone else’s expense. The brothers would show off their victims, their trophy. In that way the next generation learns to obey its parents: it is instructed in slitting throats for Ramalama – that is part of theocratic education.


Ramalama is immutable, generation upon murderous generation pitifully clings to the absolute of the past, resisting change, beheading and button cutting. It doesn’t include the ideal of progress: it inhabits a polar world. It wants to be backward, it yearns for the age before yesterday. I know this – I have lived within it.


It’s built on obedience and paranoia. It’s always seeking the limelight. It’s fearful of kafirs because kafirs, far from opposing it, are indifferent to it. They don’t bother to take any notice of it. Here lies these ugly show-offs’ problem. They would be ignored (and tolerated) were it not for their attention-craving villainy down the ages, down the centuries.


Me, I learnt from my parents’ passivity, which they considered a form of honour. I learnt by not learning. I did not follow their example. I fail to appease. And I am alive. They were both forty-one years old when they were murdered. I am older. I am living much longer. I practise crafts they were oblivious to.


At that epoch, however, I was a mere tyro. I could only guess at what to do. To booby-trap a house requires time, knowledge and tools. I scurried about looking for kit. Marie-Yvonne did as she was told. She placed needles in mattresses. She poured pellets of rat poison, brand name La Cène, into the water tank. I switched off the electricity. I exposed as many wires as I could find, removed the remaining light bulbs. I switched it on again. I connected my two grenades to bedroom doors so that when they were opened the pin would be pulled – if the magpies were on my side. It was obviously not possible to test this improvisation’s effectiveness.


Kitchen: we excluded all draughts, taped the windows shut, several layers of gaffer. Marie-Yvonne cut the gaffer with a carpenter’s knife. I turned on the gas cooker full blast, every ring, the grill, the oven, without lighting it. Then we taped the kitchen’s only door, the one into the hall. We had to tape it from the hall side. Otherwise we would have not been able to get out of the house, there was no exit through the kitchen. I hoped that by the time the Dibs returned it would be dark. The door’s thick surrounding border of gaffer would not be visible. We left the house by the back entrance. The smell of gas was discernible if you were alert to it; if not, it was, so far, that faint it might not arouse suspicion in a proudly over-excited first-time homeowner.


I tried to hotwire the Renault van. It wouldn’t ignite. Incapacitated. The spark plugs had been removed. Who by? One of my father’s last actions? The Dibs? They would value the vehicle while dumping the incomprehensible contents.


I had only seen it for the first time earlier that day. I had no attachment to it. Nor to the majority of the books and papers piled up in it. I picked up the leather medical bag, which now contained just one life. As we walked away I realised that abandoning this van was more an ensign of finality than finding my parents dead. I didn’t wish it to be so. It was involuntary. Beyond my control – for which I despised myself. I didn’t want to disrespect them. But even without their murder the house and all it had contained were used up, worn out, redundant. It had been their bespoke carapace. Now it was a void.


By this oblique means I understood that the door was closed not just on their entire life but on the first act of mine too. Henceforth I was alone. Save for the limpet and millstone by my side.


We walked circuitously through the thickening dusk to the public garden at the end of the street. Things seem fresh in such circumstances. Bushes looked different. I bathed my head in the fountain. I realised how sloping the street was. I heard crickets’ din louder than I had ever heard it before. Medicinal trees’ odour attained a new pungency. What I had taken for granted was admitted to me anew. My parents were. Now they weren’t. The ultimate physical change had been forced on them. I prayed, sort of, at last. For myself. I remembered Jeremiah. Where from? Certainly not from atheistic home or secular school. I had never set foot in a synagogue. I did not read accumulations of Middle Eastern folklore from long ago. Nonetheless I heard in my head:




Weep not for the dead. Weep sore for him that goeth away. For he shall return no more, not seeth his native country.





I would never again pass this way.


When the Dibs arrived it was with noise and clamour, laughter and shrieks. They piled out of two cars. Doctor Roumieu’s and a right-hand-drive Fiat. It was uplifting to see both brothers lighting cigarettes as soon as they had stepped from their vehicle.


The wait was tense. I got to thinking that my hurried work in the house was come to nothing.


Then suddenly. Take-off. What exhilarating joy to hear a muffled explosion, to watch a woman with a fiery hijab throwing herself to the pavement wriggling to death, to see a boy feeling blindly about him to find the remains of his face, to hear the screams before they were drowned by another explosion that made the front of the house bulge like a bladder before inner forces transformed it again into the quarry rubble it once had been. Was that Nabila’s remnants flung across the bonnet of the Fiat? Was there ever a more sumptuous flame than the tongue of dragon’s breath that lit the street? A more stirring boum?


I regretted that revenge’s imperatives denied my parents a fit burial. Remorse was something I was going to have to figure out.


Action was taken too late for the next day’s newspapers and would not appear till Thursday when it would be overshadowed by the extensive programme of Constructive Arguments to be prosecuted Wednesday afternoon.


Saturday, 7 April 1962


Roger Degueldre who had planned that widescope operation was arrested early afternoon at 91 boulevard du Télemly.


He tried to escape down a service staircase. Half a dozen ‘French’ soldiers awaited him at the bottom. (Among them a former FLN and a former malgré-nous.fn6) He had been betrayed. Most probably by Micheli. Of course Micheli covered himself. Nothing, as usual, could be pinned on him. But it all pointed that way. His personal ambitions were jeopardised by Degueldre’s Deltas.


He considered himself a Grande Zohra in the making. He would use us given the chance. He was preparing to treat with the FLN! He wanted to compromise, to be seen to compromise, for that would lend him political legitimacy. So he hoped. He was proud that les bénis oui oui who formed his court referred to him as notre führer and notre pétit césar. He did not take into account that the shift from terrorist to freedom fighter to politician is not within one’s own gift. It has to be sanctioned by former enemies. The new status has to be acknowledged. Like being elected to a club: you cannot just apply. It was Micheli’s fate, which he shared with many other members of the Organisation, that he could not absent himself from his past. He could not launder himself. That takes the guile ideologues lack. They are too principled to dissemble. Too stuck with their preciously authentic selves and their hallowed ‘convictions’.


Many years later at Clermont-Ferrand, we watch David Valensi instruct a tango lesson up the steps of the black cathedral and I say to Micheli: ‘You know, Jean’ – by then I had no fear to address him like this – ‘you know you should have studied Talleyrand.’


He was for a moment gaping incredulous. He was not used to people talking to him this way. (Or addressing him tu not vous.)


‘How, how, how could someone like me, how could I, me, with my … my unswerving … my force of character, how could I have been capable of emulating that despicable turncoat? He believed nothing.’


He tries to stare me down.


He asks: ‘Are you trying to impugn my integrity, Yonatan … Are you deliberately making an insult at me … or are you careless about what you say to me?’


I couldn’t prevent my momentary laugh. I tried. He looked more hurt than angry, injured pride. He was confronted with the actuality. There was nothing he could do. Our roles were, by then, if not reversed then blurred. No, they were reversed. He knew who had the power. And the money. He was now the former pétit césar, best days long past, an accumulation of wrong choices and, to be candid, a has-been.


He no longer counted. I was Judex.


I was at the head of a bullying mob in rough ragged clothes. Sacking, burlap, untreated furs, sheepskin. They were jeering a man hauling a piece of wood larger than he was, a coarsely lopped tree trunk that he sometimes tried to carry, mostly dragged. It seemed like a Basque sport, a show of pointless strength. Those near to him spat gingivitis, prodded and goaded. They pushed each other out of the way to get close by him. He stopped to draw breath, crouched and weary, hardly able to stand. I tapped him firmly with an ornamented stick, barked an order to move on. He swung sharply round to me. His expression was contemptuous. There was hatred in him. His minatory eyes bore into me, his liquid zircon eyes that were also blue voids. He stared mercilessly at me. It was a terrible moment.


He was me.


And me, me, I was looking at my own face, at the man who dared to herd me, intrude on my flank, with a pokestick, the man whose eyes were mine.


The moment stretched agonisingly. I woke screaming. We woke – to a sun composed of swirling oscillations. Outstaring me into submission, glaring and winning. The sun was surrounded by suns. All colours of sun, blinding, pulsing, dazing eyes. The sun was in rapture on high. The spectral discs were dependent apostles. I put my hands over my face. Every hue of red swam in my fingers. A squadron of aerobatic motes double-axled in this thick injurious light. How long did their display last? Time without end.


Three days out we were.


Three days was my estimate. Marie-Yvonne nodded as much as she could to confirm my estimate. She was sick again, vomiting, complaining of dizziness. I kept telling her to keep out of the sun until I needed her but she had a horror of being alone even though she could see my feet. She was very susceptible to the dryness. She was selfish about where she vomited. The smell was acrid. Surfaces get slippery.


A southern wind set in all lively, likely to overblow. The vessel wore bravely. It was a very fierce storm. The sea broke strange and dangerous. It was a mottled marbled tomb. Liquid went solid, then it was smoke, then spindrift. Waves attacked, renewing themselves as bucking sea horses, as the old sea gods in fury, hordes of them from every direction, clasping each other to build baroque-topped walls of water that collapsed with a roar. Waves consumed each other. We listed and we sloped, we pitched and we plunged, we were a shaken baby in a Mordhund’s maw. During the storm, which was followed by a strong wind west-southwest, we were carried east. I think. Confirmed.


Our provisions held out but we lay in the utmost distress for water. Rationing drops from the can even as she cried croaking and pleading with her eyes, capturing tears before they ran down her cheeks. Even at its calmest seawater is cruel. Dehydration makes it torture. Dehydration is its speciality. We were Tantalus’s undeserving avatars. Birds circled above the boat, black silhouettes, scrambled ideograms, waiting their chance. That meant waiting for us, anticipating our weakness so we could not fight them off when they came for us, for their live feed. And they would come.


I had already seen their kin.


Windless, so becalmed, with lolling tongue and lips blanched by salt and really not quite all there, we moved as the tide drove us. It was driving us to madness. Like harts that find no pasture. Far in the distance on the horizon a tight black cloud appeared, murmurating unvaryingly, joylessly. Flies, like filings obeying a briny magnet.


Out of this solid cloud, not losing sight of their target (as we came to see), not losing their place in the queue to the feast, swooped Prynne’s eagles, sea vultures, buteos, gyro-buzzards wheeling and twisting. Vast wings expanded then folded as liturgical garments. Impotent to alter course we crept up on the birds’ prey whose stench assaulted us before its sight made us wish it was a hallucination. Which it was not. Here was a rotten carcass of a boat. Not rigged, nor tackle, sail, nor mast; the very rats instinctively had quit it. A ketch that would set forth with a crew of eight at the very most was now an open coffin carrying thirty bodies, our compatriots, escapees, trying like us to reach the ‘home’ that was an alien shore, that would reject us if it could. That was the only humiliation they were spared. They were meat. Dead, foetid, discolouring, bubbling, condemned meat for raptors with pirate-hook bills and deep delving talons, meat unfit for human consumption, fit for the flies that comprised the black cloud, courteously taking their turn in the puddles of blood and islets of organ meat, brain and nerve, teeth and bone, gristle and rib, shit and mesentery, sac and vein, muscle and mucous membrane (the last much prized in those waters: avian caviar).


It was not like the famous painting; no posed models expiring; no histrionic gestures and stage heroism in the face of ultimate indignity. Nor was it like the painting’s parodies. It was a floating dog food factory being repeatedly raided by opportunists tugging and stamping. Their persistence! They fought among themselves, combat troops and guerrillas in the marine jungle. If only the Organisation had shown such resolve.


We know that death is a master from Germany, a god of destruction with eyes like the sun. We know now that he is also a master from France. France was infected by its visitors. Death is a German expertise, a French one too. Bodies piled high. This was a floating death camp. In lieu of Heydrich and Eichmann we give you the FLN and la Grande Zohra. And Belsen sur Mer.


That day, or maybe another, a clipper ship from the past sailed blackly beside us. There was no one on board. I swear it wasn’t a hallucination, a dreamed silhouette. It cast a shadow … I didn’t ask Marie-Yvonne if she had seen it too. We no longer had the energy to speak to each other. And the late Madame Ortéga-Nagy may have been wrong about ghosts’ shadows. How did she know? I know I saw it. Just as I saw the sea and the sky conjoin so there was no longer a horizon but infinity, composed of blues without name.


One afternoon Marie-Yvonne died. It was not a sudden death. She had been dragging her frail body about the boat, searching, claiming I had hidden the water from her.


Apart from tennis shoes and turquoise and white striped ankle socks she lay near naked on the cabintop. That’s where she took her last breath, supine, staring uncomprehendingly at the killing blue. Death follows me scavenging. No scythe, always in civvies, bespoke and swart.


As though choreographed, a passing tanker’s disrespectful crew made in unison the clenched fist and bent arm gesture of coarse licentiousness: bras d’honneur. My reciprocal gesture imploring them to rescue me was ignored or misunderstood. The tars (les loups de mer) must have believed I was in seventh heaven. The dead and the sleeping, how they resemble one another.


I ate her, not hacking but carving considerately with full respect for her former human status. My Laguiole blade was sharp and strong. The flesh was chewy but so is any uncooked meat. It stuck between my teeth the way tartare always will. I drank her sticky blood diluted with the precious prepenultimate litre of ferrous Mouzaïa water. What if she could speak? What would she say? Would she encourage me to eat her? I won’t pretend that this was fieldcraft expertise rather than cannibalism. I had no choice. Besides, a sentence from somewhere rang in my head:


‘I think you’ll find that most modern anthropologists have eaten long pig.’fn7


Pig. Is human flesh kosher? Is Jewish flesh super-kosher while Christian flesh and Rama flesh are treyf?


Would she reprimand me? She couldn’t say. And I had to eat. And what was the necessity of her existence? Was she a necessary person? Was she essential? I had to have my second anti-rabies injection.


The birds’ plunging attacks were ceaseless. The speed shook me. Kamikaze with the will to live. They grunted as if rutting. They drew asthmatic baby breaths. They too wanted her flesh. Their wings beat my body in synchronised blows. They sought to claw out my eyes. Their breath was sharp as high garbage. They hijacked the boat, strutting amidships. I scurried into the cabin. They tried to break in. They tried to claw through the ceiling. The scraping noise was horrible, the grinding of bone. Their wicked faces stared through the portholes at me. They were used to nesting on floating debris, ripped sails, seaweed, oil drums. An entire vessel was an unprecedented luxury. I put a rug over my head. It smelled of my mother’s scent. I cursed myself for having placed my weapons aft.


At last I resolved to fetch a gun. No sooner had I opened the cabin door to the deck than a Prynne’s eagle landed on my back, ploughing my scalp, ripping my ears, wings punching my face like jokari racquets. I squirmed. I flailed. I feared for my eyes. A buzzard attacked my chest. Its high-pitched mewing mixed with the squeak of its electronic tag to make a gruesome sound. When feathers are shockingly soft they threaten asphyxiation. When they are compressed they are hard, like fasces, strength in numbers. Bodies, wings and quills are an arsenal furnished by violent genes. I flailed long enough to get my hands on the lid of the stern locker, open it and grab an automatic pistol before a razor beak cut into my jaw. I fell on my back and fired. The report scared them. They had gorged themselves.


I was alone with the remnants of their feast. Alone on a sea contaminated by sea nettles, millennia-old nameless reptiles with needle teeth and tufa skin, mycomorphic medusas, nomuras whose venomous tentacles are a giantess’s uncoiffed pudenda. All of them feeding, always feeding, always endangering species smaller and slower than they were: who’d be a brine shrimp?


These creatures slunk aboard behind my back. They hid when I turned like in a child’s game. I knew that however long my torment lasted I would not die. How old would I be when it ended? I drifted down the days and nights, wiping time, forgetting whether the thin whey of sky was dusk or daybreak. I saw a pale horse, mistreated, all ribs and gums tortured by sticks and usage, unfit to effect Permanent Interruption. My fingernails grew pink. I watched helpless while the pocks on the aluminium mast seethed and expanded. The boom’s varnish contracted melanoma. The cabintop succumbed to psoriasis. The mainsail and spinnaker were dry, browning, crisp. The welcoming cliffs I made out in the far distance turned into malignant low clouds. I heard the gurgle of clear water rushing over rocks at Bouamara, pure water, life-giving water. I could smell pine resin, lemons, eucalyptus. I looked in vain for their sources.


The galley gimbals were oxidised, there was nothing to cook, no gas. I looked for one of those symbols that the luckless long for. An affectionate small bird, a trinket dropped by a big bird, a chunk of jetsam maybe, a guardian whale. Nothing doing. My pee was liquid barley sugar. My hair was matt and brittle. My skin was coarsened by salt and sun.


There was no correspondence with the unscarred ‘babyface smiler’ wanted for ‘terrorist crimes’ whose photo had begun to appear in newspapers and television news broadcasts. I felt unpresentable to myself. I had become the sort of person I wouldn’t want to be seen with. The sort I warned myself against. I did not want to see my reflection again for I saw the figure and visage of madness seeking for a home. Hoping I’d suffer no long-term damage I threw the looking glass with my face in it overboard. Marie-Yvonne was soon to follow. The climate was unsparing, unpropitious. Bad luck with crampons on K2 and you may be preserved in an ice block. Garrotted felons and jewelled usurpers buried in turbaries do not die but become leather (and so frighten humble peat cutters). No such extension of bodily life is granted to those who fester under the sun.


Long smooth milky worms were late to the feast, sliming, sliding, multiplying in her copious wounds and gulleys, exploring eye sockets, nostrils, every aperture death could furnish. What remained of her was putrid and swollen. She had been inflated. Flesh sloughed skin. Mucous membrane’s stench recalled crude tanneries. Soft tissue hardened. Rot’s many colours darkened by the hour, by the minute, by the day …


The vessel was getting frequently buffeted by sharks. Their blades cut through the water. I decided to bury her at sea, with dignity, in the hope that the beasts might be distracted and so desist. Her remnants went in with a plop. Success. The sea turned choppy red for a while.


I really could have done with a change of clothes, my sage-green jeans were stained from this hoboboat sublife. Not that I really cared: the black contrast stitching was offensive. I was conscious of my own smell. I had no eau de cologne and dared not bathe in the marine jungle. I had estimated four or five days at sea. I had perhaps not taken the sea’s caprices into account. Nor Marie-Yvonne’s incompetence, her wilful obstinacy. It was easier for me to do every task rather than to repeatedly explain to her what was needed. She was a passenger, not crew.


She cried for her parents and her brother, missing presumed dead.


She cried for Doctor and Madame Ortéga-Nagy, dead.


When the motor gave out with a splutter we floated nowhere. Accusingly she whined: ‘Five days,’ she jeered: ‘Five days.’


The malfunction had begun when she ignored my precise, clear, practical, user’s manual, child-could-follow-them instructions about how to use the choke. She flooded it, irrecoverably. I passed a day vainly trying to fix it, getting my hands daubed in oil and greasy diesel, breathing vapours that wouldn’t ignite.


A merman? Poseidon? Davy Jones’s spokesman? An ancient voice, growling, warned me that now I had no choice other than to sail but sail better.


Give me the wind, I screeched, howling like a loon, bellowing at the sea whose responding ripples were Hebrew orthography, or were they Braille? Ghibli, scirocco, samoon. Any wind would do. A wind that kisses, a wind that chides with a blow, a wind that stings like a bully’s wet towel. Please, a wind that propulses me. I saw the lights of distant ships, invisible by day, I waved Marie-Yvonne’s T-shirt at them. I knew they couldn’t see me. Nor could passenger aircraft and military fighters. That knowledge doesn’t inhibit the action. Beneath me shoals of pelagic warriors gathered for an assault, a mighty heave. A further zoological offensive by other species in resenting human superiority, resenting their inability to reprogramme themselves. I was feverish hot, I was sorbet cold. Cramp in feet, cramp in calves. Cramp I wanted to kill: I called it Rachid. I vomited nothing, then I vomited it again. There was dangerously little water left to quash the burning acidity. Its meniscus was a trembling skein of tiny insects. They gave it a matt finish.


Beating upwind I outsailed a gang of apprentice pirates who had stolen Degueldre’s yacht La Fierté. They could neither exploit the gusts nor shoot accurately.


I scudded away from them wishing that they should capsize and drown. I left them far behind. I sailed well. I sailed on the lee at the first intimation of land, long low clouds signalling an escarpment, a peak, a cliff. They were not deceivers.


My exhilaration overcame my fatigue, my thirst, my hunger. As I tacked closer I stared up at mighty blanched limestone cliffs, the fortress of giants made of all the creatures that had inhabited this hellish sea millions of years ago. The cliffs descended sheer, striated, stained – the giants had peed on them. Scrub lived a half-life on ledges. Saplings sprouted from vertical clefts.


The second sign of land was olfactory. A pungent assault that bit my nostrils, that made me retch. Sewage. Faecal effluent. The Isle of Cloaca welcomes you to the issue of many thousand bowels. To the spectacle of The Great Evacuation.


Then it was there to be seen. A mephitic browning of the grey sea and, soon, a gross diameter outfall pipe, half-submerged, greenish and slimy. Rats the size of beavers clambered over it, up and down, in and out. They slithered, they slipped off. What a fine old time of it they were having, larking in clover, their clover, shit-furred and squeaking. They had a playground for life and for the life of their litters and their litters’ litters. Whoops, another rat skidded and fell. They were unchallenged by birds, discriminating vultures kept away. Shit returns eternally. It is not eradicable. It doesn’t just go away. Once deposited it is ever present. It just mutates. Here it was faecal bacteria in seafoam. I thought of the gift of death these rats would bring to users of showerheads and drinking fountains (if there were any in this land I was about to land on). I followed the coast keeping wary of tides and currents, yearning for somewhere to put in. The hostile cliffs were unrelenting. They stretched for hours.


It came with a sudden change of wind. That announced a headland. I knew that from yachtcraft. The cliffs now stretched for seconds. They raced past. What had taken aeons to form dissolved in a tick, sped into my past. The wind struck hot and swift. The boat was buffeted. The sky was soot-black sacks filled to bursting. Waves swept over me. My lungs were submerged. Lightning lit the sea, showed its horrors. White sheep swelled so large they were rearing white horses. I clung to lines. I knotted myself to the tiller extension. I knotted my fate to it. For the first time the boat was close to the limit of my control. Thunder claps came from an asylum’s orchestra. This storm was so hideous that I wondered if I was going to survive. A reservoir was poured over me. The boom swung. I saw it coming, peripheral sixth sense. But eye’s message to brain and brain’s to neck were hampered by fatigue. It struck me hard. I heard a crunch, a biscuit splintering crisply, I felt nothing.


A new element surrounded me, greeted me as one of its own, cossetted me. Bathed me in ancient sunlight.


Beyond the headland, beyond the extremity of the cliffs, the coast changed with climatic abruptness. Pine woods lolloped over sunny rocks to the shore. It felt familiar. It felt like home. I forgot for an instant that I had no home. It felt like paradise. The keel sunk into sand. I waded ashore carrying my father’s bag and the two Sabena bags I had exhumed from their hiding place at the Villa Eucalyptus. That was so long ago it might have been in a different life.


The water was shallow. The horseshoe-shaped cove was dominated by a long low mas among flat top cedars and umbrella pines.


On the beach in front of it there sat, in black wheelchairs, in an ordered row, in the midday sun, twenty men, some late middle-aged, some ancient. They wore respirator masks like muzzles. Each with tubes in his nose, with a cylindrical silver oxygen tank and regulator dials in a holster attached to his chair. They wore a uniform of white bedshirts and dark glasses. They stared blankly at the sea and the sky. They wheezed. They turned as one to inspect me. And, as one, turned swiftly away.


It was clear to me that they recognised me as Judex, feared me. The sun was reflected in their spectacles’ lenses. It glinted off the frames. It shone from so high that it provoked no shadows. It was as though it were lit by a cosmic high key light hung perpendicular to this earth.


I approached one of the men. The hair of his big toe was plaited.


‘Where can I get my second rabies injection?’


He said nothing. There was a bowl on his lap. The biscuits in it were covered in furry mould. I repeated my question. He again failed to respond. I realised he couldn’t understand me.


His neighbour gaped at the sky as though he were watching a film. He held a hand grenade that turned into a cherimoya.


I carried my possessions, my only possessions, across the cropped garrigue (asphodels, euphorbia, juniper, rosemary) towards the mas.


A smiling, gap-toothed, ochre-toothed man with a waxed moustache limped hurriedly towards me down a rocky path from the mas. He was dressed in a white overall with a stethoscope on his chest and a head mirror attached to a beaded band round his pudding basin hairdo.


‘I need to get my second rabies injection.’


‘Of course you do, My Old Son.’


‘Well, where?’


‘Good question, Mush.’


‘It’s urgent.’


‘Indeed. Rabies is a nasty business. Not to be underestimated. The foaming … No one wants to foam. Unsightly, isn’t it. Follow me.’


‘You’ve got immunoglobin?’ I asked incredulously.


‘Of course.’


‘Is this a hospital then?’


‘Not as such … Perhaps more in the old sense – but without denomination … we’re extra ecumenical, that’s what the Reverend Ursula called us … though I think we are all conjoined in believing that Satan clouds men’s minds. Wouldn’t you agree?’


We walked between the mas and hothouses where women in white habits, baroque scrub caps like wimples designed by the blind and anti-inhalation masks were tending bright flowers – chenilles, hibiscus, African violets. I knew names that I didn’t know I knew. More names: wolfsbane, hemlock, datura, foxgloves. I recognised them all. The women were so absorbed in their work that they didn’t notice us pass.


When I paused to watch them through streaked panes of condensation the smiling man told me: ‘In Asmara they believe the miserable slothful monkeys don’t talk because if they did talk they would be made to work. Unlikely … maybe the mute monkeys aren’t quite as clever as they think they are. You see, work would bring the monkeys a happiness agenda fulfilment.


‘They couldn’t find the right man so they opted to become brides of Christ, our Lord’s harem of hope. Work brings them happiness till he returns – when he’ll cover each and every one of them. Everyone is happy here. Happy in the shining sun that causes us to cast no shadows. This is a happy ship. The men staring at the sky are happy in their work.


‘Some have been here since they were found. The sainted Ursula Bonbernard rescued living abortions … no one else would … she gave them a home … as full a life as is possible in those terrible circumstances … She is no longer with us … her immortality was provisional … she walked into the sea … Phimister rescued some from the caves and forests of the north … from bogs. Suckled by wolverines, wild cats … bears, some of them. Of course Phimister was accused of kidnapping. What if they wanted to stay in the wild?


‘He believed he had a duty to civilise them. Really they were guinea pigs … they’ve all forgotten it now … they don’t know where they came from. He was a choosy kidnapper … he only stole boy children. No time for feral girls.


‘They’re illiterate, literally illiterate, all of them. But not innumerate. They get a morning dose of odessa then they are ready for their work. Some are like Sicilians … they are spending so long perfecting their plan for revenge that they get ill, too weak to carry out their revenge so they come here … they compare revenge plots with each other … boastfully.


‘They pretend to be former dictators … or future dictators … supreme and duce … Genocidal kleptocrats to come. Boasting … never stop boasting … how many millions they’ll cull … the serfs they’ll work to death according to the folwark principle … the size of their palaces … their harems … their basilicas … their tabers. Illiteracy is no handicap to political advancement … it helps. Some of them have mated. Their children dream of one day being dictators themselves … some of them come and visit … The ones who are not so obese that they can’t make the journey here.’


My mind contorted, as though faced by an impossible object. Did I hear right? I believe I did.


‘They are counting the number of birds in a murmuration. Exacting work … it is work without end. More work than can be done in an unenhanced lifetime. Can make you mad. Can make you blind. Some of them have gone blind from staring too long. When that happens we bring them in to work in sausages or moral hygiene. This is the Abode of Happiness. The Land of Recovered Content. What’s your name?’


‘Luc Shapitra,’ I heard myself say.


‘Luc Shapitra?’ He closed his eyes, nodded his head gently. ‘Luc Shapitra – of course. Interesting … interesting choice. Yes. Guileful. Used to be a popular choice … don’t hear it so much nowadays. You’ve got the hang of it … You know the griff all right.’


We walked through swaying tamarisks mimicking a stand-off between coxcombed roosters. In a distant orchard more women in white habits gathered fruit from ranks of gleaming leaf trees. Each had a basket on her back whose weight she had to struggle against to stretch up for the mauve fruit. White calves grazed among them.


‘You know why the fruit’s so abundant … why the grass is so lush? Phosphates. All the bodies buried there after the insurrection was quashed … top quality massacre. Giving their goodness to the earth.’


Beyond the mas were more buildings – former vineries, presses, stables, byres, cloches. Polished and buffed, the far side of perfection, it appeared to be a full-scale model of itself. An open door revealed an immaculately neat dormitory. Rows of beds stretched into the far distance, seemed to stretch far beyond the confines of the building.


The shuttered room in what had been a peasant’s cottage was equipped as a consulting room. He loaded a syringe from a glass capsule in a fridge full of capsules and vials.


‘If you’ll take your shirt off …’


My shirt was stuck to me like a second skin. He dabbed my shoulder with rubbing alcohol. Then injected me. Ow. Wow …


‘Thank you … ah … doctor …?’


‘I’m not a doctor.’


‘But …’ I indicated his garb, his head mirror. ‘What’s your stethoscope for then?’


‘It is a reassuring tool. It calms adepts … communards … paradisians … whatever you like to call them – we have no nomenclatural prescriptions. Free and easy, that’s the way, Mush. And I do have a particular tendresse for the Hippocratic mien. It becomes me. The apparel oft proclaims the man. Do you not agree?’


‘Of course … yes … What are you if you’re not a doctor …?’


The injection had made me feel I was floating. That was not what I expected. I seemed to be ascending. Yet when I looked at my companion I was not above him. Shake it off, I told myself. Myself did not respond.


His smile widened: ‘My vocation is less banal. I intend no disrespect to the medical profession … but I plough a rare furrow. You might say a unique furrow. Perhaps you have heard of Dream Topping™? What about Smotherland? … In a way I hope not. That is my endeavour – nuanced, discreet … utterly oysters … among other things I lead an Eschatology Enquiry Adaptation … I’m a coach … By the way my name is—’


‘Lamb …’ I said. To my astonishment, I finished his sentence for him.


I had never seen him before in my entire life, never pronounced that name, those words, never heard them spoken, never read them.


‘Of course it is, good man, good man,’ he grinned. ‘I stand on both sides of the line, Luc … I am the afterlife coach.’










At Tolly Dene



DATE RAPE DELL by JASON RENUCCI


Old plastic bags get snagged


on thorns. Bulk gusts stretch them


then they’re bladders. Shredded


polythene flutters in boughs: matt


bunting exults the new day’s drizzle,


the off-milk sky over Tolly Dene.


Dogs take shivering litter


for fledglings on flight’s brink, they


scratch up trees pursuing quarry.


They howl. They scrape the trunks.


They chase billowing brand-names


across this common’s soggy squelch.


Yesterday’s carrier is today’s balloon.


It distends, soars, deflates then crumples


where grass meets bracken’s corpse.


It comes to rest with Tetra Paks


and gaudy cans immune to rust.


Junked cartons are slow to bleed their colour.


Here’s a seagull, obese with rum’n’raisin


from a nipper’s cone. It’s buffeted like


a plastic bag. Flattened, contorted,


so jolted a severed finger drops


from its beak to branches shaking with


DTs, to trunks twisted by the Spithead Bite.


Flotillas of wrapping are doldrummed


in year-round puddles. Lout weeds sprout


through webs of moist torn tights.


The old courtesy, knotting a condom after use,


has disappeared. Did he walk home trouserless,


the fellow whose XL jeans are turned to sodden rag?


They say the rats have multiplied because


of lovers’ fries. Popcorn doesn’t degrade


any more than polystyrene. Burger buns grow fur


with age. Every black leaf has its secret,


its cache of spores, its lining of grubs,


its trousseau of unhatched ill.


There’s grit in the slime up Tolly Dene.


There’s no soft landing when you take


a tumble: abrasion at best. Or an ugly cut


from flint’s rind, a muscle punctured by


something forgotten in the deep dark humus.


Something jagged and long-time buried.


There’s hardly a week passes when they


don’t find a body, all maggots and fractures,


mouth stuffed with cinders, togs, pages of


porn. It wasn’t meant to be a grave, that


wasn’t the plan – but this ground is inviting


when your love is quartered in a burlap sack.


Here’s Old Carn Vanier. She gamely follows Hector and Arthur. They bound into copses, they leap through clearings. She whoops and laughs and pants, scurrying along. Her crinkly cone of steel hair goes this way, her rainbow scarf goes widdershins, how many cardies can an OAP bulk-wear at once?


She gimps through the thick coarse clumps: ‘Wait for me, boys, wait for Mother!’


She drags herself across thickets as fast as gumboots and her leg will let her. Born with the left four inches shorter than the right in a family of eugenicists, she had to dissemble her disability as best she could. She scurries along little creatures’ trails.


The autumnal atmos is dense with fungal particulates. She can feel them invading her lungs, constricting her bronchioles, working up a hearty wheeze. She stops to frisk her multiple pockets, draws hard on her inhaler. She calls their names and trudges on.


Hector and Arthur are up to here in muddy fun! They have scampered and they have rolled and they have hurtled all the way down the steep slope to Tolly Bunny.fn8 No one ever goes down there …


The springs that dribble into the brook make the ravine a greasy rink. You can slide down but you can’t slide up. Mud is on gravity’s side. There are steps in the chalk. The wooden risers have mostly disappeared.


The steps were cut in 1888 by varsity men under the direction of Daniel Luke Luttrell Tolly, philanthropist, Ruskinian, ethnographer and archaeologist. He would later endow the city with these sixty or so acres, subject to covenants proscribing flowerbeds, metalled roads, railings and all buildings save those essential to the common’s maintenance and its users’ wellbeing (i.e. lavatories, a bandstand and wooden shelters in several exotic styles).


He was Old Carn Vanier’s grandfather. She takes pride in her sepia forebear, in his generosity, in his kind, craggy face, which she recalls from when he walked beside her holding in one hand her tiny hand and in the other his ash stick, telling her the vernacular and Latin names of flowers, telling her that the word for this excrement is spraints because it is an otter’s, telling her that this skull is a jackdaw’s and this print a badger’s. He is always with her in spirit. She remembers, she pictures him. She sees him every day.


Father Linsel Murly’s sculpture (c. 1905) at Tolly Dene’s south-eastern corner may be stiff and grandiloquent but the human who begat her begetter is recognisable – in the prognathous, resolute jaw, in the pedagogically gesturing right hand, in the deltas of kindly smiles beside his eyes. It is him, somehow, despite the darkening of the years, despite the corrosive stain of bird droppings. The likeness is sufficient to exacerbate the notion of Daniel Tolly’s everpresence a century after his death.


Oh, he’d still be with her even had he not sat for Murly whose worldly, undissembled, Royal Academic and social ambitions he mocked: ‘The placeman of all placemen, he changed the placement.’ This often repeated sentence stuck even before she understood its meaning.


She incites her adored grandfather’s visits as much as she yearns for those of her poor valiant Roddie who died on his twenty-ninth birthday, thrown from his mount beside an icy canal at Armentières, condemning her to a widowhood that her vows demanded never be exchanged for a further marriage.


She had no choice, for he lived beside her. Yet she has spent more than half a lifetime learning that such fidelity and a life without love create their own prison.


She is not proprietorial about what was once her family’s land, she doesn’t rue the day it passed to the people – even if the people abuse it, and abuse each other in it …


If only The Tolly Settlement (‘Labor Ipse Voluptas’) had been rebuilt after it was bombed and had continued to instruct urchins in anthropology and Mozart. Then, surely, the police would be spared having to place crouched, double-jointed, long-suffering constables in the eaves of the lavatories to witness the emissive encounters below.


Yet she loves this land and believes that she possesses a bodily tie to it. She knows that Daniel Tolly’s beneficent shade lingers in the trees he loved. One day this green lung will again be a good place, where industrious folk can recreate themselves without harbingers of fear lurking in the bushes and drilling glory-holes in cubicle walls.


In Tolly Bunny smooth roots protrude from the impacted ground like undulating snakes, gleaming in the perpetual dusk. And only last summer a little nipper was bitten by an adder here. The city prayed for him and he survived, but then death from such a cause is rare in victims who are fit. He was still a hero, though, a plucky soldier whose post-traumatic stress may last a lifetime. There are the faces of hellhags and lycanthropes in the broken trunks and severed boughs. She is inside one of the terrifying picture puzzles of long ago. Above, the boughs of the trees have stretched out to intertwine and knit a cathedral roof for the ravine.


‘Where are you, boys?’


She stumbles. She winces. The steps are worn, they elide with each other. Old Carn Vanier gingerly broaches the flight and wishes the old shock-absorbers in her old back worked better.


‘Oh botherage!’ she cries and stops to massage her coccyx through layers of felted wool. That’s more like it. She’s a vimmish brightsider not given to down-in-the-mouth but the sheer difficulty of the descent and the omnipresent dank and her boys’ awol causes her to tut. For which she immediately reproaches herself: she tells herself she’s lucky to have her legs and her marbles when her few surviving contemporaries are dribbling liquids from plastic straws in sunset homes.


She does wish, though, that Hector and Arthur weren’t quite such exuberant little fellows. She’ll never give them up of course, they’re all the family she has, the last of the Tollys. But how she wishes they’d quell their curiosity. If only they’d slow down. They have raced far ahead of her, there’s nothing to be heard of them. It’s so sheltered down Tolly Bunny that the wind and the distant traffic are hardly audible. Drizzle is rain without the pitter-pat soundtrack, mute even when an accretion drops stealthily from one leaf to another. The dense, oppressive silence envelops her. It’s intermittently relieved by birds’ petulant shrills and ill-tempered croaks – whoever called those mere noises song can never have heard lieder. She takes solace in humming some bars of Weisseite’s setting of Lothar Stech-Pelz’s ‘Es leben immer die Toten’, which she has known all her long life since she stood beside Daniel Tolly’s piano. She sniffs the air and shrugs in resignation. Oh, drizzle is such second-rate rain. There’s never a scent of thunder’s brimstone when it’s drizzling, never an intimation of terror and electric majesty, never a promise of climatic opera, never a chance of routine’s rupture. That’s what she craves, the unexpected. The older she gets the more she rues unseized opportunities to have discomfited her steadiness, decency, responsibility, selflessness. How many years has she left to her in which to become someone else?


A traveller, say, or even an adventurer. A Carn Vanier who escapes Carn Vanier, who returns to the state of being carefree Caroline Tolly. Anything, anyway, other than the parish saint. Anything other than the bountiful worthy trammelled by familial obligation to the deserving poor who are no longer poor, no longer deserving. They are, rather, violent, sexually incontinent, drugged, self-pitying, impervious to improvement, ceaselessly masticating, obese. When they were thin they possessed a hunger for betterment and aspirates. Now they curse and fight through the endlessly extended happy hour at The Nod’s As Good As A Wink: when it was The Skittles it was teetotal and jolly. As a firm but fair magistrate she isn’t empowered to hand down the sentences the recidivists deserve.


Today the tenants of Tollygarth Garden Village – the handmade former heaven of smiling mellow tiles and warm bricks north of Tolly Dene – are perpetually in rent-arrears. Despite their uncouth, monosyllabic, opaque-eyed ignorance, they know how to instruct a ‘community’ solicitor whenever a) eviction beckons, b) they trip on a paving stone that they have themselves broken, c) it is observed that they have contravened the terms of their lease by replacing the mullioned windows or the bucolic front doors or the jolly wicket fences, d) they face charges of living off immoral earnings/keeping a disorderly house/receiving stolen goods.


How she longs for a life devoid of duty and sullen ingrates.


How she longs to be free of unjust accusations of feudalism. A Tolly: feudal! She is so set in her ways she might as well be cast in bronze. She needs a trigger to effect the change that she is powerless to make.


How she longs for a thunderous bolt, a god from a vehicle.


And here, at last, it is. Not that she immediately recognises its providential potential.


Hector comes scurrying towards her through ground elder as fast as his little legs will carry him, which isn’t that fast because he has a big surprise for Mother clutched in his jaw and so perfectly balanced that it protrudes equally on either side of his lovable shaggy face. He’s wagging his tail with possessive pride. Old Carn is so delighted to have her boy back that she stoops creakily to give him a cuddle:


‘Oo’s a hunter-gatherer then! Oo’s a clever boysywoy! Oo’s brought Mother a nice juicy boneyo den!’


Hector skittishly drops his bone, which is neither nice nor juicy but impasted with mud.


A canine gerontophile, he rolls over so his belly can be vigorously stroked. He submits eagerly, he’s enjoying it like a lubberly bow-wow should when Old Carn shrieks and his massage stops, precipitously.


‘Oh my my … Hector, where did you find this? Where did you find it?’


Her delusion of communicative empathy with the dog is exposed by his heartless reaction to her pitiful, lachrymose cry that:


‘This is human, Hector. This is a human hip, Hector. Where’s it from?’


Hector is indifferent. He wants to go on having his tummy rubbed.


‘Where’s Arthur, boy?’


Hector growls. Hector wants his bone back.


Old Carn is staring at it with aghast incredulity. She knows a femoral neck and a greater trochanter when she sees them. She has lost count of the number of trophy x-rays of their crippled hips that her coevals have shown her. And she took her years as a Patron of the Royal Infirmary seriously. She knows what she’s holding, circumspectly.


And so does Hector, it’s his bone. She knows what she’s gaping at: part of a dead person. The paralysis of recognition deafens her to his barking.


Then she shakes herself out of it and says: ‘Come on, boy – let’s find Arthur.’


She stumbles in the direction Hector had approached her from. He yaps around her surgically bound calves. Damp boughs gang up on her. There are thorns and nettles and knots of goose grass sticky as candyfloss. Tolly Bunny’s a magnet for bad plants. She fears the horrors she may find in its depths. She fears presciently. When they reach Arthur, as vigorous a digger as Hector, he is excavating a bank with quadrupedal zeal. A furious spume of mud and leafmeal and compost rises behind him.


There are already three more partially exposed bones beside a rivulet. It is a parody of an archaeological site. Hector’s appetite is so whetted that a viscous web of saliva has formed around his mouth. He is excited now by Arthur’s further troves: shreds of fabric, a wedge of plastic, matted fibres. Old Carn struggles to put on the dogs’ leash and drag them from this charnel hollow.


The Central Police Station eventually logged a call from a Mrs Roderick Vanier at 09.56. It was the third she made on a mobile owned by Jason of Charley’s Chow Cabin. The initial reaction of the emergency counsellor is to accuse Old Carn of being ‘an institutionalised hoaxer’. When she says that she was a magistrate for thirty-two years the reaction is: ‘Oh yeh.’ The unapologetic sergeant to whom she had at last spoken asked her to wait there. He told her a car would be with her in just a tick.


Charley’s Chow Cabin is a gaudy van that reeks of charred onions, burnt abattoir scrape and reused oil even before the day’s frying has started. So it is said.


Jason Renucci is a graduate in the Social Psychology of Leisure and is reading for a Master’s in Creative Life Writing at Solent Warsash Vespasian Campus. ‘Date Rape Dell’ (see above) is the most recent work hatched in his Reality Laboratory.


I am Jason Renucci. I am experimenting writing about myself/himself in third person for reasons of objectivity and distance.


He is the fourth generation Renucci to operate this van, parked as ever on Dene Drive South near the Daniel Tolly sculpture. Specialities include yogurt ice cream, P’tit Clamart ice cream, malted milk ice cream, ginger sorbet, blackberry sorbet.


As a result of a childhood attack by a dog he suffers anosmia so does not know whether the common estimate of the van’s noxious smell is accurate or not. Maybe it is a rumour spread by fellow traders with a less favourable pitch. He does concede that ‘it’s probably not fine dining’.


Old Mrs Vanier sheltered under the ragged candy striped canopy, fed frankfurters to Hector and Arthur, drank a can of Sprite with a shaking hand, repeatedly expressed her shock to the otherwise customerless Jason Renucci who was working on the Insertion of Symbols module.


‘It’s oh … you see so many terrible things … but I don’t know. It’s a park. For public enjoyment … and now it’s sullied. A body! You can be sure it’s not natural causes … What poor person ends up … I’m sorry to keep going on. Silly old biddy … you must be thinking … silly old—’


‘No! All respect to senior citizens. I help out at Copse Garth, my aunty’s care home: I know the value seniors bring societally with their wisdom. Course I wasn’t thinking silly old … What I was thinking …’


Jason Renucci explains that he is a graduate in the Social Psychology of Leisure and reading for a Master’s in Creative Life Writing at Solent Warsash Vespasian Campus.


‘I’m not into lollies and hot-dogs as a lifestyle choice. Just putting in a shift … family business.’


Jason remembers his Alternative Tourism module.


Floods, acts of god etc., earth-slips, fatal derailments, terrorist attacks, aeroplane (though seldom motor traffic) accidents, wars, genocidal massacres, concentration camps, gibbets, mass graves, scaffolds, torture chambers, murders, especially murders, are drivers of putting a place on the map, of creating a tourist magnet destination. A notorious crime or well-publicised accident is a potential instrument of commercial regeneration due to humans’ ghoulishness.


Never underestimate the appetite for others’ misfortune, nor the willingness to travel to satisfy that appetite. Tourism reflects society; it doesn’t direct it. That would be elitist, them-and-us deterministic, trying to improve humankind by encouraging it to gape at ancestor portraits, to understand the past, to appreciate the pargeter’s craft.


It is in the retailer’s interest to discourage squeamishness. The purchase common to all sites is cut flowers and soft drinks. They are likely to perform better than comestibles that are deemed site-specific: at kiddy murder sites it’s burgers for nutrition, at derailments it’s ice cream for the thank-god-it-wasn’t-me factor.


Module case study: Bury St Edmunds.


Before Ricky Hughes, no one, in Jason’s opinion, had heard of the place. He certainly hadn’t.


‘Oh no. There’s the abbey,’ Old Carn corrected him, ‘and that wonderful sloping street …’


The abbey and that wonderful sloping street were not national news. The missing girls, the murders, the exhumations, the revelations and the trial were.


‘Look,’ he insisted, ‘they molished his house but they still got people coming to see it, where it was, yeh? High-profile murder impacts on the micro-economy. Lot of places would murder for a murder on their doorstep. Instant rebrand. You got fantastic through-flow of grockle voyeurs, emotion trekkers … One of the coursework learnings I made in my first degree is small traders have got the flexibility to exploit the ignorance-based culture. So he’s goin’ to move the van up Tolly Bunny: it’ll be heaving by lunchtime … Scene of crime …’


She listens with astonishment. She was speechless. His opportunism was heartlessly callow. Yet she was complicit, she was the catalyst. She was part of this. She was overcome by a realisation that she could not suppress. She was, yes, hoping that the body was indeed that of a murder victim. She was ashamed of this novel frisson, of her flirtation with what seemed like danger, of her contamination by squalor of the ultimate crime.


But she couldn’t deny the excitement that this violent rending of routine’s fabric had caused her. Her lower spine tingled thrillingly.


‘You’re such clever detectives, boys,’ she told Hector and Arthur.


It wasn’t until 11.22 that a police car arrived.


PC Phelp and WPC Duanes explained that the delay was due to their having undergone Prospective Stress Counselling before they left the station.


‘Ticked that box – just in case it really is a human body,’ says PC Phelp.


‘It is,’ Old Carn is emphatic.


She pushes Hector and Arthur into the back of the car.


‘If you could keep their feet off of the seat.’


‘This is a treat isn’t it, boys. This is a squad car.’


PC Phelp drives half a mile to the forest-green bridge that spans Tolly Bunny. Its wrought-iron railings are inset with lozenges containing the Tolly crest. He pulls off the metalled surface and parks beneath the beeches beside the start of Dene Drive North.
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